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	1. Chapter 1

**A/N-I said I'd get this published by the end of the year-note that it is five minutes to 11:00pm in my time zone.:-P**

**This story will be my first where I'll do chapters one at a time; here's the first one. Not beta-ed and probably not as proofread as I'll want it to be, but I'm rushing against this deadline I set for myself, so I might edit the ending of this chapter to transition more smoothly later. Special thanks go to the friends in the fandom I've made this past year, epsecially deyanire on DeviantArt! This one's got your name on it for having to listen to me whine about not writing, haha!;-D**

**Now, if you're reading this when it's published...it's New Year's Eve/Day, why are you reading fanfiction? Go have fun, I'm the sad person who publishes fanfic instead of celebrating, not you. If it's not New Year's Eve or Day...go read the fic. And then get on my case to publish the other chapters.**

"_I wish I had an angel for one moment of love_

_I wish I had your angel tonight."_

—_Wish I Had An Angel, Nightwish_

"Dammit", Alyx hissed. The rain wasn't letting up. In fact, it was getting worse. The light but steady drops that had been falling consistently for the past ten minutes were starting to turn into heavy, wet drops, and now that they stopped for breath and to assess what to do, they could hear a low, rolling thunder. Gordon sighed too. Thunder was not good, in any respect. Thunder meant lightning, and that meant the storm could get dangerous to be out in. With all these tall trees around...

They had been trekking farther from the base than they usually did, on a trip to check out a possible abandoned CP outpost. It might yield supplies, it might yield information...it might be still occupied by a few stragglers holing up. The higher-ups at the base had decided that, with other scouting units either already occupied or decommissioned for the moment due to injuries, Gordon and Alyx could handle whatever might be there by themselves. Gordon personally thought the entire Resistance had too high an opinion of the realism of the reputation the famous Freeman-Vance duo were getting for being able to handle so much as a team, and would have liked having some more backup in case things did get messy...but he did have to admit, other Rebels tended to grind his nerves a little, with their fawning and chattering and...quite frankly, unfamiliarity. You had to make small talk with people who watched you as if expecting every other sentence to be some profound edict, or else have the whole vibe of things thrown off by the new people, the new opinions and styles of interacting, to deal with.

And he liked working with just Alyx. Their fighting chemistry was flawless and effective, and he enjoyed her company. She was fun and funny and knew how to handle him and when to do so, as opposed to telling him to snap out of himself. She had proven to be a very good friend to have, and he wished he'd met her sooner.

Although that word, "friend", always felt ill-fitting and hard to say out loud or even think. It was like when you went to a new acquaintance's house and tried a new dish, and it got stuck in your throat and you had to gulp it down and blink away the water rising in your eyes, then smile and say it was delicious, because that was what they were offering. Good enough, but not quite right. Not what you wanted.

He forced himself not to think the word too often, because it forced him to think about whether it was the right word. And he didn't want to think that. He had not to think about that, because there were no other options. It didn't matter if he thought of her as more than that, or even if they both thought it of each other, because they couldn't have it. Just some bland, unexciting dish that was okay until some hunk of unidentifiable vegetable you'd never heard of tried to choke you. That was all they got.

Alyx wiped some loose strands of hair that had escaped her headband from her eyes, where they were dripping rainwater, and let out a breath of frustration—"pfffff"—through her pursed lips. Gordon was not going to think about how attractive it made her look, the wet hair, the frown, the determined look on her face...

"Is there anywhere nearby we can hole up? A cave or something? How far are we from the outpost?"

"Well..." she said, pulling the GPS tracker out of a loop in her belt. She turned it on...gave it a few flicks with her finger to get the always-in-need-of-repair machinery working right... "Are you..? For the love of Godel, we've gotten off track! We're about five miles away from the path we're supposed to be taking, in the wrong direction!"

"What...?" She leaned in to show him the readout. "Dammit," he echoed, and then sighed, slumping. This kind of thing always happened to him. Gordon Luck, he was starting to call it. You found a locked door blocking your path, so you took a more circuitous route, only to end up right back on the other side of that same door...the door you needed to get through had an electric lock and the power was out, so Alyx sent you to turn it back on, and you met up with half a dozen headcrab zombies and two dozen headcrabs along the way...Gordon Luck.

"Well..." Alyx added, "there does seem to be something nearby, a little shed or supply shack we can hole up in. It's about half a mile..." she looked up and around "…that way. Wanna try for it?" Gordon was about to ask if there was anything else more sturdy than a shack nearby, but then a peal of thunder, real thunder, not just a steady rumble, crackled somewhere miles over their heads. They looked at each other, defeated.

"I guess we don't have too much of a choice," he said. "Should we try to run for it? It might be about to come down hard." He was carrying most of the heavy equipment on his back—the small army's worth of ammo he always travelled with, including an RPG launcher, shotgun and crossbow, plus several boxes of rounds for Alyx's Magnum—she travelled comparitively light—but she had the camping supplies on her back—the backpack stuffed full with a tent that would be useless in this weather, several cans of food and a heating implement to cook it with, and the portable communications system equipment they had with them.

Alyx looked skyward, wiping more wet hair out of her eyes. "Yeah, I guess we better try." As if to confirm they had made the right decision, the thunder crackled again, this time more sharply. They looked at each other—"yup"—and then took off at a steady pace in the direction Alyx had indicated.

The terrain they'd been travelling over and through was all hilly forests, leading up to the mountains surrounding them. It was beautiful when you stopped to look around at it—but right now, the rocky soil and the ground covered in pine needles were hard to navigate, made slippery and muddy by the rain. Gordon had never been in a deciduous forest in a storm like this—he now realized he'd never been in any forest in a storm, although for some reason rain in forests made him think of...well, rainforests—and hadn't realized that the water would start to stream down the small drops and crests in the land in rivulets, making paths in the dirt and blanket of pine needles and causing him to wonder if it could flood. The water all seemed to be running in a general downhill direction roughly perpendicular to the direction they were taking, so there had to be some kind of river or something it was all collecting in. He made a mental note of the direction in case they needed to find a source of water later.

The trees they were under now provided some cover, although little, and the sound of the water on the leaves and needles was novel to him, breathtaking in how loud it was—somehow you never thought of that, not being exposed to nature very much. They were running alongside each other now, keeping at perfect pace of each other, and Gordon could hear Alyx's steady breathing—"huff...huff...huff"—beside him. She was a far better runner than he was, having needed to rely on the skill to survive for so long. He was learning, though, his out-of-shape, soft and sheltered 20th-century body adapting to his new reality of this bizarre and unexpected 21st. Their running, the perfect evenness they were keeping with each other, the in-and-out of breathing, the synchronized swing of legs, made him think of wolves running in a pack—or in this case, perhaps, a duo. He almost couldn't help grinning, and fought it back, doubling his focus on navigating the uneven ground. Over their heads, a bird of some sort cawed noisily as it darted from one tree to another, taking shelter or else startled by them.

A small clearing was up ahead now—"That's it!" Alyx called between breaths—and they made a last effort to reach it. They broke into the clearing, made a last dash—and collapsed against the outer wall of the structure, part of the roof cropping out to give them cover from the rain. They leaned against it and gasped for breath, taking a few moments...and then both started, simultaneously, laughing a little, although for no apparent reason. Alyx met his eye and said, between breaths, "I have to admit...that was kind of fun..."

"The trees..." he started, about to agree, but he was more out of breath than her and coughed a little, resting his hands on his knees. He sufficed for smiling up at her, a few breaths of silent laughter escaping him, and she smiled broadly and leaned her head back, resting. She looked beautiful...but he wasn't going to think that. Instead he looked at what the structure they would be using for shelter was and...

Oh. It wasn't a shack or a shed. It was a cabin. A full-blown, fairly well-made, not-in-too-bad-shape-by-the-looks-of-the-outside-of-it-at-least, cabin. Small, nothing fancy, but not totally rustic, grey wood walls made darker by the rain, a sturdy-looking roof and what appeared to be a chimney and the remnants of a porch that was breaking up. Small, but bigger than a trailer, probably the kind of thing someone had lived in, a family perhaps, in the years immediately prior to the Combine.

"Hey...this isn't bad!" Alyx opined brightly, pleasantly surprised at their good fortune. She walked to the door and looked it up and down. "Looks safe enough...what do you think, wanna check it out inside?"

Gordon hesitated. No, he didn't, honestly. This cabin was making him nervous, somehow. A shed or a shack seemed safe, uncomfortable and unpleasant and just rudimentary, and...why was he thinking this? This made no sense.

"Sure," he said, although he said it slowly and unholstered his pistol and crowbar to have handy in case they weren't the only ones taking shelter in the cabin. The thing was surely bound to be infested with headcrabs, or the headcrab-zombified remnants of it's former occupants...right?

Alyx chuckled. "Good idea." She unholstered her gun and held it out in front of her. "Ready?" she asked. On his nod, she kicked the door open and entered the doorway gun-first in a practiced move. Nothing jumped out, nothing screeched or howled and came running at them...

"Gordon, can you shine your light in there for me?" Alyx asked, not taking her eyes off the dark inside of the cabin. He obliged, leaning in wordlessly and pressing the button on his suit to activate his flashlight. He scanned the floor first with the ray of light—headcrabs were his primary concern, followed by headcrab zombies—but nothing seemed to be stirring. Alyx put a foot forward carefully, cautiously testing the wooden boards of the floor for weakness before she continued into the building. She looked to the left of the space and he wordlessly knew to swing his light where she was looking. A fireplace of some sort, actually intact, was against the left wall, and there was a pile of wood—they'd have to see if it was any good—next to it. Well _that _was a stroke of luck.

Alyx moved farther into the room, still testing the floorboards; they creaked every now and then, but held. Gordon realized maybe he should be a gentleman and offer to be the one that would fall through the floor if it wasn't stable.

"Want me to go first?"

Alyx tested another floorboard with her foot. "I got it."

"You sure?"

"No offense, Gordon...but you tend to fall through rotting floors. I know how to test them. "She gave him her gentle, teasing smile. He had to admit, floors did occasionally provide unexpected challenges to him. Apparently Alyx had a skill he didn't in knowing how to test for rotting floorboards. He now carefully watched her to see her method so he could apply it himself.

"Gordon, swing your light into that corner?" He obeyed, angling his torso to survey the corner of the room. There was a wall there, dividing the cabin in half. It ran half the width of the cabin, so it was more of a room partition than a wall, but there was another half of the building back there that was unilluminated by his flashlight. Which was running low now, come to think of it...

"Um, Alyx?"

"Oh, your light's dimming, isn't it?" she asked. She cast her eyes around the illuminated part of the room and they fell upon...an old-fashioned lantern sitting on a chest against the wall. She snatched it up, inspected it...pulled out her gun and pulled back the loading mechanism and, in a move he'd seen her use before, pulled the trigger on the gun, angling the weapon so the loading chamber was near the opening of the lantern. Apparently there was fuel of some sort in the lantern, because it caught and lit up the room with a soft, golden glow just as Gordon's flashlight clicked off.

"Nice!" he said softly in admiration, pushing up his glasses, which had fallen down his nose. She grinned and held the lantern high to see around the half of the cabin they were in.

A space about fifteen paces across by fifteen wide. A simple wooden table against the wall, big enough to seat maybe four, with two chairs, one pushed against it and the other knocked over a few feet away. The fireplace and the pile of wood. A sofa and an old television with an antenna—interesting to see those in a log cabin, although the TV looked like it no longer worked. In the far left corner sat a wood-burning stove, the makeshift kitchen of the previous inhabitants. A chest against the wall the door was in, from which Alyx had grabbed the lantern. A set of drawers against the wall partition. He couldn't see what was beyond the partition, though.

"This isn't bad!" Alyx enthused, setting about inspecting things closer. She started shifting through the set of drawers, coming up with cooking utensils and various hunting tools. She started chatting away about what they might find that could be of use, and Gordon started to feel like maybe his nervousness had been misplaced after all. Nothing was jumping out at them, nothing was breaking under their feet or around them...maybe they'd finally actually caught a break?

He wandered over to the other side of the partition. His light should be charged now, so he flicked it on.

There. Messy and unmade, as if the previous owners had leapt out of it to escape. A blue-and-white woven wool blanket on top, white linens underneath. Queen-size.

Two pillows.

An actual roll of thunder sounded just then, as if to validate the pit forming in Gordon's stomach. He had grown up with television serials, cheesy movies and soap operas. He knew what cabins in the woods were for. You had a man and a woman who had been dancing around each other for too long, they somehow got caught in the rain and had to hole up in some conveniently-located cabin like this one, words were exchanged, maybe a verbal spat broke out that nevertheless led to...

His mouth felt dry. That was why, he realized, he had been nervous about this cabin. It was too cozy and dry, too conveniently sheltering from the storm, too just-the-two-of-them, too...

"What's back there, Gordon, everything okay?" Alyx came up behind him, gun at the ready. And there was no sound, nothing between the two of them but the _shhhh_ of the rain falling around the cabin as they stared at the one bed in the building. The silence was prolonged. Gordon scrambled in his head for something to say, because the silence between them was too still, too uncomfortable, too loud, for two people who meant nothing but platonic friendship to each other.

Alyx was the first to break the silence, as she always was. "Is this a chest of clothes?" she wondered a little loudly, crossing to the wall where another set of drawers sat that Gordon hadn't noticed, he'd been panicking so hard at the sight of the bed. Alyx rifled through the drawers and came up with...

"Awesome!" she cried, pulling out an old T-shirt. "Listen...why don't you go and make a fire in the other room, and I'll change, okay? I don't know about you, but I'm getting cold."

"You're, you're going to...? Oh, um...yeah, sure..." Of course she'd want to change her clothes, she wasn't wearing an HEV suit and her clothing was dripping wet. The rain had given him a badly-needed drenching and washed most of the blood and guts off his suit, but she had to be uncomfortable. He darted into the next room to get the fire going.

As he sat in front of the fireplace, fumbling with the logs and digging through Alyx's pack for the firestarter kit she usually carried, he found it worryingly difficult to keep focused on what he was supposed to be doing. _Stack a log, stack another, no don't lay it across the first one like that, it'll fall...stack another, careful, don't drop it, stack one more...here's some paper to use as kindling...oh right, the firestarter...no, strike it _away_ from you, Gordon, don't set the cabin on fire..._

He was hyper-aware, the whole time, of the noise of her bustling around in the next room. He would _not_ turn around, but...was she planning to...

To do what, exactly? Anything? He kept waiting to suddenly feel her hands sliding down his shoulders from behind, her arms snaking around him seductively as she would pull him close and breathe into his ear some pick-up line...

"Ow, dammit!" she hissed in the other room.

"You okay?" he asked reflexively, snapping his head toward the partition in automatic concern.

"Yeah, stepped on a...what is this...it's like a wood chipping or something. Don't worry, it just surprised me."

"You sure?"

"Yeah, I'm good, uh...don't come back here, I'm still...changing..."

He turned back to the fire, gulping, his face red and too warm for the tiny flame he had going. He focused on getting it to ignite the logs. He knew the routine he had set up with himself by now: when he started thinking about something happening between him and Alyx, he imagined himself as blank, unemotive, like a flat, shiny sheet of steel with no imperfections, or envisioned a wall coming down between them. It was always a big, concrete wall, made of blocks of mortar wider across than he was and stacked on top of each other about two or three across. But now he imagined it had electrified wire strung across it—that should kill the fluttering in his stomach.

"Okay," Alyx sighed, coming up behind him. Gordon snapped around reflexively before she could wrap her arms around his neck and...that was ridiculous and more hopeful than fearful, but she didn't have to know what he was thinking. Hopefully it didn't show on his face, though.

"You okay?" She cocked an eyebrow at his sudden movement. He was coming to love it when she did that. She was standing there in a loose graying white T-shirt and what looked like they had once been work pants of somebody's, some rough, basic brown fabric that hung on her loosely. She had put her headband back on after she'd dressed and still had the bandages and rappelling gloves on she always wore. Basically, it was a just-out-of-bed T-shirt and sweatpants look. Nothing at all glamorous or conventionally attractive about it. So why was he having to envision the wall and the plate of steel again? Maybe it was the intimacy suggested by her willingness to let him see her like that. Or something. Who the heck knew. He was just trying desperately not to show on his face any sign of...anything, never mind not letting her see him trying to take her in in all of her frumpy-pajama-ed glory.

"Fine," he said, in a way that sounded satisfactorily convincing to him. "So there were some clothes back there?"

"Yeah! There looks like there might be some stuff in the drawers for you too, but I don't know if they'll fit. You know, in case you feel like getting out of the suit."

She was crossing over to her pack as she said this and not looking at him, totally nonchalant, so he was unsure whether to read anything into that or if he was just being paranoid.

Cut it out, Gordon, stop thinking like this! The wall's electric wire took on a nice visual crackle in his mind's eye to get the point across to himself.

"I don't know, I uh...you know I tend to feel safer in the suit. In case we have to run or anything."

She smirked teasingly, "Yeah, I know. I gotta get the comm system set up, they'll want to hear back from us at the base."

"Oh, right...good thinking." Indeed, she had the equipment all taken out of her pack and was now hooking things together in preparation to fire the machinery up.

The portable transmitter was about the size of two thick reference books on top of each other-Gordon was thinking of the kind of textbooks and reference guides he'd used at MIT—and covered with knobs and switches with a retractable antenna sticking up. An actual antenna. It didn't look like something Gordon expected from The Future, it looked more like what he imagined a Ham radio to look like—maybe it was? Whatever it was, it was a smaller and quicker way to communicate than the videoscreens they had to hack into from Combine outposts. He'd once asked why something smaller, like some modification of cell phone technology, wasn't more practical, and Alyx had said that the way this device used the radio wave spectrum was harder for the Combine to detect—and besides, cell phone towers and sattellites had been one of the first things the Combine had fried from orbit when they'd arrived.

Alyx was hooking up a microphone with a push-to-talk button, the power sources, and a small speaker that clipped to the side of the transmitter. Her hands worked quickly and with practiced ease, the way he might throw on a coffee-maker when preparing himself for heading to a lecture with some friends after work. Alyx set this device up with the careless precision of someone who had used the technology for years. He loved watching her work with machines. Her hands were capable and she was sure of herself. He'd watched her take a look for just a few seconds at the engines of Combine troop transport vehicles, reach in and tweak a few wires, and get the thing running so they could steer it themselves instead of Overwatch.

It was sexy.

But he wasn't going to think that right now.

He focused instead on digging around for some cans of food in Alyx's bag. He came up with a can of beans and another of green beans and corn. He pulled the little heating element out of it's safety case—just a glorified car ciggarette lighter, basically—and put the can of beans on first, then went rooting around in the bag for a can opener.

"Do you want...green beans and corn, or the…regular beans, I guess?"

"Want kind?"

"Umm...kidney, by the looks of it?"

"Gimme the corn." He switched the cans.

Then realized the unconscious instinct he'd just followed...and decided he could dismiss it to himself as just basic consideration, nothing more. He carefully ignored the little voice in his head that was scoffing at him, "You rotten liar!"

Well, that was it...he was "making dinner". He turned to Alyx, plugging in a last cable that connected the microphone to the transceiver.

"Ready to go?" she checked with him.

He nodded one of his wordless replies, and she turned back to the machine and dialed in the coordinates or the access code or the not-phone-number or whatever it was that made the thing connect to who they wanted it to go to. He should probably learn how all this technology worked—besides really needing to know, he also felt like one of those uncool old people who watched "the young kids with their techno-whatsits" without understanding what was going on. It was a smudge on his normally faultless geek cred and it hurt his pride. And, you know, he needed to know it too, in case he ever got separated from...in case he had to make these comm calls himself.

He heard the fizzling, crackling feedback-y noises that always reminded him of a dial-up Internet connection—probably was—and then some static-y dead air that was soon replaced by the sound tone that could be taken by eavesdroppers or unwanted listeners-in to be random noise, but the people who knew how to connect to the Resistance's wireless communicaes knew to be an invitation to input the correct password for access. Alyx dialed it in, her fingers moving with the unconscious, automatic speed of a girl dialing her best friend down the street's phone number or someone entering their own online password...and they were in. They got the smooth, clean dead air that let them know they had connected, but were waiting for the other end to pick up. A few seconds more, and:

"White Forest Comm Station 2, identify."

It was Schlomi—they could tell by the terseness of the greeting and the seriousness in the voice.

"Hi Schlomi, it's Alyx and Gordon."

"...Evening, Alyx. Hello, Dr. Freeman. You've found a safe location from the storm?"

"Yeah, we found a little abandoned building to hole up in."

"Is it on high ground?"

"...Yeah, why? Is the storm gonna be that bad?"

"The weather forecast is saying it's going to dump about 30 to 60 centimeters, with winds about 30 knots."

Gordon's eyes widened. He might not be any good with post-Combine technology, but he was very good with metric, and he knew that was almost two feet of water that would be pouring down on them, and gale-force winds.

Alyx paused. "Are you serious?!"

"It was supposed to be just a thunderstorm, but the guys who work on the satellites say it hit some kind of cold air front coming off the Caucasus they weren't expecting, and it's going to be worse. They are recommending to everyone who can to return to the base for safety or else take shelter. There might be danger of flash floods."

Alyx was looking wide-eyed at Gordon. "When's it going to pass?" he whispered, forgetting that if she wasn't pushing the TRANSMIT button on the microphone that Schlomi couldn't hear him.

"When is this thing gonna pass, Schlomi?"Alyx asked into the microphone.

"It will be all night into part of tomorrow. We suggest you stay where you are. You have food and ammunition?"

"Yeah, Schlomi, we're set, just...we were supposed to be checking out that CP outpost."

"If anyone is there, they will not be leaving tonight. No one is going out of doors at all tonight, Alyx."

"Wow...okay, I guess we'll be alright. Tell everyone we're safe and have a place to take cover for the night. I guess we'll try to pick up where we left off tomorrow as early as it's safe."

"That is advisable, Alyx. Check back in tomorrow before you head out, yes?"

"Sure thing, Schlomi, we'll call you."

"Be safe."

"You too."

The line returned to the softer dead air, and Alyx turned to Gordon, her eyes wide.

"I guess…I guess we're stuck here for the night!"

For the night...for the night...the words rang in Gordon's head, ominous...this would be...awkward. More than awkward, difficult. His heart was thudding a little too much for someone who had merely been told that the weather was inclement, and his mouth was getting dry again. Although a little ball of nervous, excited energy was starting to spark in his stomach...and it wasn't unpleasant. Gordon stamped down on that as quickly as he could; that wasn't allowed, and he let the sick-nervous feeling take it's place again, preferring it to where the excited-nervous feeling might lead.

"Maybe we should dig in...I think your corn and green beans are ready."

Alyx blinked, as if she'd forgotten about the food. "Oh!"

He rummaged around in the backpack for a fork for her and then took the can opener and cracked the can open. He handed it to her...and she smiled at him, that teasing look in her eyes. Then she ducked her face away, pushing some hair out of it, and said, taking the can, "Thanks".

"What?" he asked, his stomach sinking as the sour feeling worsened.

"I can open a can of vegetables myself, Gordon," she smirked.

What? What did...?

"I just..."

"I know...you were just being a gentleman", she teased, digging her fork in to stir the contents of the can. A gentleman...the instinct he always had to fight so hard to hide, that instinct to show her non-platonic affection, was trying to sneak out. He had to make it look like something else—had to, or that bed in the other room was looming.

"Sorry, didn't mean to be…like..."

She laughed. "I'm teasing you, Gordon! I know you know I'm a big girl."

He let his breath out; it looked like he was glad she wasn't offended, but really he was glad she was convinced he had thought she was. _Yes, it's a gender politics thing. Not a thing where I want to do things for you because...no, it's a gender politics thing. I'm white-knighting you...not trying to dote on you out of adoration._

She smirked at him again, that indulgent, teasing smile she used for him so often, and then dug into her food. Her face flickered for just a second—with what, Gordon didn't know—but she blinked and looked up at him again, and it was gone, her face in a composed smile.

"You gonna eat?" she said cheerfully, nodding her head toward the can of beans he hadn't put on the heating element yet. Oh. He reached over, used the can opener to crack a vent in the can lid as he had done for the other can, and set it on the burner. There.

Well...now he was "cooking" for himself, which took just as little effort as preparing the green beans and corn had, and he had nothing else to do but sit there. With Alyx. Who could eat, it was true, but otherwise had very little to do herself.

A pause.

"Schlomi sounded concerned on the comm," he said. "I think he was worried about the storm."

Alyx chortled. Schlomi had intoned everything in an extremely matter-of-fact way, with less emotion than a BBC news anchor reporting on the stock exchange. It was a tendency of the comm operator's: everyone knew Schlomi to be very unemotive and almost grave, always seeming like he was about to tell you your grandmother had died, but with no feeling about the news or your reaction at all. His almost military-like stiffness and formality was known around the base; people joked that Schlomi could hear the news about the war finally ending and the Combine being gone for good, and would just nod and say, "Thank you, that is very good to know," in his thick Israeli accent, then go about his business as he had been.

"You know Schlomi,"Alyx replied, "I'm sure he's locked up in his room somewhere, hugging a teddy bear, the big crybaby."

There was that sparkle in her eye that she had inherited from her father. It always meant she was being mischievous. Barney had told Gordon that Alyx had learned what Barney called Vance Humor from her father, and to look out for it, because between the two of them, they could come up with one-liners delivered so drily but so out-there that you'd double over laughing and they'd just grin slyly.

The little eye-sparkle was very attractive to Gordon; he couldn't help thinking it seductive, and wondered if she did that on purpose. Because it definitely worked. Far from thinking about her father, the look made him think of feminine wiles and himself being swept away by the kind of charm you only ever heard about in legends about queens and aristocratic paramours anymore. He didn't think, he just wanted to extend that look, please it, do whatever it wanted of him.

"Serious Schlomi, crying into a pillow."

The moniker made Alyx bark out a laugh that caused her to almost spit out her food; she slapped her hand to her mouth, giggling with half-sound into her hand, her sides shaking.

He'd done that. He'd made her laugh.

He liked that. He tried some more.

"Is something funny, Alyx? Maybe we should dial Schlomi and ask him what he thinks."

Alyx had gulped down the food in her mouth and was now giggling close-mouthed into her arm.

"I don't know what you find so funny, Alyx. Schlomi was almost in tears."

Alyx had been reduced to laughing so hard she was still silent, but only because she was struggling for air.

"I don't know why we don't just put Schlomi in charge of morale; he's such a shining example to us all."

Finally, sound came out as Alyx hysterically laughed and gasped for breath.

"Serious Schlomi: he's…_seriously_ empathetic."

The joke had ceased to be about Schlomi, never really was about him; the goal was to see how absurdly far he could take the joke. And it had worked. Alyx was howling, leaning against the battered couch for support, gasping, "Oh my God!"

He watched her close to tears with laughter at the corny joke he'd been making, and felt a little glow. Pride? Connection with another human being? Didn't matter. It made him feel good. He had made Alyx laugh. He allowed himself one of the rare, real smiles he knew had always been rare in him, but were now as scarce as ghosts, and added an indulgence of one of his soft laughs. This was one of the things he liked about Alyx: the joke wasn't really that funny, but they both had such a...well, dorky sense of humor, they appreciated it in each other, half for face value and half for the very corniness of it. They could just be two dorks together, easy, comfortable—

Gordon stopped that train of thought short. He realized she was looking at him from laughing eyes and he loved it. Loved it too much. He brought the wall crashing down in his mind, forcing his facial features into a composed, blank look, the one he usually wore when out fighting or on some errand that would require him to risk life and limb. It was a poker face to make statues envious, with maybe a touch of dulled trauma that made people fantasize romantic notions about how bad a case of PTSD he surely had.

"Beans are ready", he said, taking them abruptly off the stove whether they were or not. He felt around for the can opener, cracked the can open, sniffed...it probably actually was okay, but Gordon was going to eat it now whether it was warm or not. He stirred the beans with a fork, sneaking a covert glance at Alyx.

A sidelong glance, examining, and then she turned back to her food, as if she found something funny.

They both dug into their food, and then Alyx asked, through a mouthful of vegetables, "So how are we sleeping tonight?"

Gordon stopped mid-chew. She had said it casually, and was wiping her hands together to clean them off...and then looking at him. He felt this was going to be one of the most important conversations of his life so far...and the woman he wanted more than any other was asking him a question that might determine the future of their relationship...he just hadn't expected, somehow, for conversations like this to happen through mouthfuls of food.

He used that to his advantage and worked on pulverizing the already-swallowable beans in his mouth some more, as if considering before he answered. He finally gulped them down and said, "Weren't we going to do shifts again, like we usually do?"

"Well, I figured," Alyx replied," there's nothing—nothing—going out in that storm tonight. The Combine are going to be pinned down wherever they are, and the wildlife"—she meant zombies, antlions and the kind, he knew—"is liable to be holing up as well."

"Even zombies? I mean…I didn't take them for the kind to know well enough to get out of the rain. Or that it was raining."

"Yeah, they tend to get swept away by even big puddles with a slight current; they're not too steady on their legs. And we're on high ground, anyway; climbing it will be hard for them, unless they take the route we did."

_Edward…Bryan…Jennings_, he cursed mentally; her superior mind for tactics and survival logistics meant that while he'd been fretting about how to keep them both in their clothes, she'd already had a solid reason they didn't need to sleep in shifts. She was looking at him, waiting.

"What's this couch like?" he tried, motioning to the couch they'd been afraid to touch for fear of fleas or mold...or worse. Maybe it didn't have anything living in it, microbial or extraterrestrial, and he could play the gentleman card again: _"Alyx, I insist, you take the bed. I'll be fine out here!"_

Alyx blinked—maybe she had forgotten about that option...or couldn't believe how hard he was trying to avoid getting into a bed with her. Either way, she promptly stood up, unholstering her gun, and gave the thing a careful once-over, leaning in and examining stuffing that was coming out and rips and patches in the fabric. He got up and unholstered his crowbar, anticipating that this was the perfect kind of place for a headcrab to build a nest and he'd had quite enough of the babies, thank you very much, on Xen.

"Seems not to be too dusty...doesn't smell mildewed...no signs of fleas or rats…I'm gonna give it a kick." He raised his crowbar into a ready position in response. He had excellent reflexes with the thing, and it was his preferred weapon for headcrabs; he found a baseball-bat-like motion to be very effective.

Alyx, her gun in front of her, leaned away from the couch as far as she could while still being able to kick it...and gave the thing a solid, but not damaging, kick. Dust poofed up...but nothing else. She gave it another kick to be sure...and they heard scrabbling. Like little claws.

She grimaced at him, and he returned the look; "Just what we suspected."

He edged forward, the flat, straight end of the crowbar out first, and Alyx backed up to cover him. He slowly edged the flat end of the crowbar under the seat cushion...looked to Alyx...she nodded to say she was ready...he turned back...and flipped the couch cushion up.

They heard a high-pitched squeal and something launched itself at Gordon's face; he swung..._and missed_...Alyx pulled him back instead of shooting, he tripped backwards over the little table, and she came down on top of and across him; he raised his crowbar in preparation for it to leap again...

And saw that the wildlife in this case was actually terrestrial, as a small, wide-eyed squirrel—a harmless tree-dwelling squirrel, although right now it's fur was puffed up in rage and it was chattering a high-pitched, angry noise in one long note at them—was taking a defensive stance, teeth-bared, a few feet away.

"Oh for the love of..."

"Is it rabid?"

"No, just mad."

"Are you hurt?"

"Um...good question..."

"Sorry..."

"No biggie...you okay?"

"Actually...I might have landed funny on the table..."

"Here..."

They struggled to their feet, checking themselves and each other for bruises, getting back their composure, while the stupid rodent kept up it's high-pitched_ raaaaaaaaaa_ at them. Alyx, a few strands of her hair falling out of her hairband, reached for her gun, which she'd dropped by learned habit to avoiding firing it amiss, checked the weapon, and then, glaring at the little animal still making the ungodly noise, asked Gordon, "Do we want squirrel with our beans and corn?"

"Well, don't waste a bullet," he replied, "and let's see if it has friends first. If it does, I'll get them with my crowbar and we can make a spit over the fire. I could use the protein, myself."

"Been a while since I had any meat other than headcrab," Alyx was muttering, as he edged toward the couch again, crowbar raised. The chattering took on a higher note and Alyx raised her gun at the little ball of fur and rage on the wooden floor. It seemed to know what having a gun pointed at it meant—even the wildlife seemed to be more jaded and savvy in the 21st century—and sufficed for glaring right back, it's tiny chest heaving in quick rodent breaths with adrenaline-fueled panting.

He edged his face over the inside of the couch, peering in with the crowbar held aloft...pushed his glasses back to keep them from falling off...squinted...

"Alyx...I think it's just babies."

"Babies?" Alyx cocked an eyebrow quizzically.

"I don't see any bigger ones...these look like baby squirrels, not mice, right?"

She edged her own face over the opening where the cushion had been, and observed the tiny, peach-fuzzed baby mammals of some sort clustering together for warmth, their eyes still closed.

"Yeah, those are squirrels. See the ears, and the long tails?"

The tails were hairless, not bushy at all, but they didn't look like a mouse's. Alyx sighed. Turning to the mother of the brood, who was beside herself with chattering and squealing, hissing and spitting, growled, "Fine, you get a reprieve! Stupid little..."

"Are we sure...?"

"It's a mother with babies. Are _you_ gonna smash those little things with the crowbar? Besides, there's not enough meat on all of them together to justify the work."

He lowered his crowbar."...And I guess they were here first.." she was grumbling, rubbing her hip-bone where she'd fallen. "Does this look bruised to you?"

He let his eyes fall...to her hip, her shirt lifted up a little to expose the skin. Which was red, yes, and might bruise...but otherwise her skin was perfect, an even-all-over-tone, taking on a lighter shade in the glow of the fire where the flesh curved outwards more. And her jeans, practical but still flattering, somehow, he'd always wondered where she found clothes in this post-apocalyptic wasteland it wasn't like she could go to the mall anymore and yet she looked so good and what did the skin underneath the fabric look like and did it curve more and—

"It's fine," he said, his voice constricted, gulping and looking away. He could feel her looking at him, and he turned back to her.

She was watching him with pupils made wide by the firelight, her face flushed with exertion, her hair attractively fighting against the hairband for freedom and framing her face. She was breathing a little heavily, probably from adrenaline, as he was too...but as he looked at her, her breath got slower but not more shallow. And he noted his own lungs doing the same, and that his heart was still pounding and there was a stirring in his stomach...and elsewhere...

He kept returning her gaze, although for some reason the word _wall _was floating in and out of his mind like something nagging at him unconsciously without him knowing why or what it meant. He couldn't, didn't want to look away from her, considered offering to rub the bruise so the pain would go away...saw, in his mind's eye, how that would progress...

He was aware of the rain on the roof, it's smell, and of Alyx, and of his own body, and not of very much else. He hadn't realized, before she turned around, how very close in proximity they were to each other...and now he thought about how they had moved seamlessly, their teamwork flawless and wordless, as if they had practiced it beforehand, so naturally they worked together to deal with the

wall-squirrel. The...the squirrel-wall...the squirrel? The wall? What wall? The actual squirrel chose that moment to scrabble across the floor, it's claws noisy on the wood, up the pile of firewood and onto the wall, digging it's hold onto the logs that comprised it and changing the pitch of it's chattering...which somehow, had never stopped and they'd been oblivious to. The squirrel was on the wall...wall?...wall! WALL.

He envisioned, from memory, how a light zapping of electricity felt, and the warmth seeping across his body scattered. _WALL_.

"Are you alright?" he asked Alyx, composing himself, and she saw it too…snapped her head around to look at the little beast…

"Get off the wall! You get back into the couch, take your little babies, and..."

At this point, she seemed to realize she was yelling at an animal, and petered off. He chuckled, she turned back to him...looked embarrassed, pushed some hair out of her face...they leaned out of each other's space, both without prompting, and Gordon took a step back. He ran a hand through his hair, remembering to breathe properly again...

Some thunder chose to make an appearance then, reminding them of themselves and of their surroundings. Alyx sighed, "So what are we gonna do about the squirrel?"

"Well...I guess she wants us to back away from her babies..."

"Backing off!" Alyx directed at the squirrel, her hands up defensively. She was so adorable. _Wall!_

"Now we don't have the couch to use..." she mumbled absent-mindedly.

That brought his focus back.

"I...I mean..."

"Let's check out the bed and see if there's anything living in _that_." And she hustled over to the little half-partition and disappeared around it.

Oh no.

He had no choice but to follow her.
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_"Love is the finest, the most shuddering_

_the most unendurable, silence."_

_-"The Lovers", Jaime Sabines._

Gordon didn't know what to do.

_"Let's check out the bed...let's check out the bed..."_

He didn't know how to avoid this, the awkwardness that would ensue, and the uncertainty of dealing with the situation...so he just delayed it. He looked around for the couch cushion, found it, moved to put it back on the couch...the squirrel hissed at him, thinking he was going to crush her babies.

"You can...I'm putting it back on gently, you can still get in from the side!" he growled at the little animal. It was eying him the way he might eye someone coming at his work PC with a heavy wrench insisting they were going to _fix_ his computer..._uh-huh, sure...keep your hands where I can see them_. He slowly, gently laid the cushion down on the couch again, then gave the squirrel an "after you" gesture. It didn't oblige, still eying him warily, and he sighed.

Well, now he had no options left but to go into the little room/partition thing with Alyx. He felt like parting with the squirrel with a gladiator's salute: _"We who are about to die salute you!"_ He didn't, of course, and stumped off into the little section of the cabin.

Alyx was waiting there...and so, to his dismay, was the bed, which he somehow had half-hoped would have vanished into thin air.

"Did you take care of the squirrel, Gordon?"

"Uh-huh," he nodded.

"Aww!" she said, "Very gallant of you!"

Here she winked. He had eventually figured out when she was making one of her not-too-skillful passes at him, and knew he should deflate this one, given the situation. So he merely answered by shrugging.

She did, in fact, deflate a little, causing him to berate himself, _You're a jerk, Freeman!_

But she seemed undeterred, starting again with, "So I guess we've only got the bed—"

"Do you want the first shift, or should I take it?"

Alyx blinked. "We already decided, Gordon, we don't have to sleep in shifts. There's no point. We can both get a full night's sleep and be ready for tomorrow."

"Oh...so...I mean, with the suit..." He patted his HEV suit, referencing the fact they were both aware of that it took about two minutes to power down and a few more to physically remove from his body—and about as much time to reverse the process when he got back into it. It meant that he usually slept as best he could with it still on, in case they were attacked suddenly.

"There's clothes right in the drawer, remember? You want to try some on?"

He hesitated. Now he was trying to think up another reason...and it wasn't coming. The silence stretched and was getting uncomfortable. Some thunder vaguely rumbled off in the distance, and the wind picked up, knocking branches from some unseen tree outside against the wall of the cabin.

At this point, they both knew they were seeing through each other. And it was painful how uncomfortable it was. He had to dig them both out of this situation, had to—

It wasn't coming. And they both knew what was on the table now. Both knew, and didn't know what to do about it. And, horror of all horrors, as that little unspoken, only-hinted-at fact sat there driving a spike into each of their minds right now, and the silence stretched, Gordon felt as if he could sense a distance growing between them.

Alyx was crossing her arms over herself too tightly, a self-protective gesture. She looked like he felt. And he wanted to help her, it was just an instinct at this point, one he'd never had to learn, one he'd tried to unlearn—but it was there, and he had to fix this. He tentatively tried to say something, anything.

"Alyx," he began...

She sighed, and a darkened look came over her face, a disgusted look of frustration. His breath caught in his throat.

"What?" he asked.

She was massaging her forehead with a look of being fed up. "Dammit, Gordon, just..." She paused, and he couldn't tell if she was hurt or angry or both. "Just come out and say it."

He felt his eyebrows jump up his forehead. Was he missing something? "What...wha...?"

"Just come out and say that you don't want me."

Gordon hadn't expected that. He blinked. Was he misinterpreting...?

"I'm just...quit stringing me along, cut it out with the games and the pretending you don't notice, I'm just...I'm sick of it. Just...come out and say you don't want me."

Gordon felt like he'd been hit in the face with a brick. Actually, that had happened to him recently, and this wasn't the same. It was like taking the brick to his stomach at high velocity without the HEV suit, WHILE being _punched_ in the face. Alyx stood there before him, her face hurt, but more angry, glaring sideways at the floor, refusing to look at him, her arms crossed tightly over her chest and the amber of her irises glittering like jewels through the half-lit room as they burned her wounded feelings into the floor. The rain fell outside the window in loud sheets and gusts, and the words hung between them, never able to be taken back, not able to be unacknowledged.

And what could he do? What could he say? She was mad at him, hurt by him, she was feeling bad and it was his fault, and the world was _wrong, _just so very _wrong_. How could someone like Alyx be allowed to think she couldn't have him, if it was in his power to give himself? The carefully choreographed dance between them had been revealed for just what it was, a performance, a show, a simulation—not reality. The music had come crashing to a cacaphonous, ungraceful halt and the dancers now had to deal with each other as people, not performers. There wasn't any going back to the point they had been at five minutes ago. And she was angry with him, and he couldn't stand it. If it was within his power to remove or undo or lessen the hurt, he'd throw himself into a fire to do it.

And so, with a monumental effort, he let the wall within him crumble away to soil.

He just didn't know, now, how to deal with her without that wall. He'd been so hungry for it's absence for so long, but now he realized it had been so practiced in him, he didn't know how _not_ to do it. So the silence stretched for a few agonizing, burning-white-hot seconds that each felt unendurable...until she finally met his eyes. They glittered at him sharply, accusingly, demanding accountability, the way a predatory cat's eyes let a soon-to-be-meal know to acquiesce it's dire hold on the affinity to live.

He turned his own gaze sideway to the floor now. He felt caught in a horrible misdeed, exposed for what he was, something spineless and living off a conveniently-manufactured and empty reputation, and just downright _weak_. Wall-less, he felt naked and childlike, and the instinct to wring his hands and apologize desperately, hot tears dribbling down his face, sprung up perversely from a remembered part of his five-year-old self. _I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to do it, it was a mistake. Please don't be mad at me, I'll do anything, anything you want, if you'll just promise not to be mad at me anymore._

But no. He was a man, or at least supposed to be one. A man who couldn't give the woman he loved, adored over all other things, emotional honesty…but not a five-year-old child caught in a crime. And so he made his voice as loud and as steady as he could as he answered her, "That's not true."

This wasn't followed by anything either, because it hadn't been thought-out that far ahead, and had cost such a monumental effort to say. And so it hung there between them as well, his difficult words and hers bumping up against each other like confused balloons trying to navigate an air current and unable to negotiate around each other. He struggled to think of something else to say, but it was so hard...if this had been a movie, one of those dumb, stupid melodramas where two people got caught together in a cabin in the woods during a rainstorm and everything happened the way people wanted it to, he'd have a nice little soliloquy written out for him, where he could express his feelings and make it right, make it nice, make it neat and clean and unhurtful and _better_, fix what was broken all of a sudden, and give them a happy ending.

But no words were coming, the pressure too great, too much at stake. Because he couldn't lose Alyx, couldn't let her esteem for him fall, couldn't be something weak and unworthy and anything other than any and every little thing she wanted him to be, in her eyes.

And he was afraid that if he didn't handle this right, what they did have—not what he wanted it to be, but one of the best things that had ever happened to him nonetheless—would be destroyed, blasted apart beyond hope of repair. The pressure made him fumble, struggle to continue...

"I don't think I believe you," she said. He looked at her again and now she was angry, her face twisted into an ugly expression that didn't suit her with her accusation and hurt.

And he was dumbfounded. What did...what did one say to that, what was he supposed to answer? Was he supposed to argue now to convince her he was, in fact, attracted to her, wildly so? It had cost so much to tell her what he just had and now she was throwing it back in his face. Was he too late?

Complete honesty. No walls, not even a semblance of them. That was what he needed to do. To make this better, to fix that hurt look on her face, to prove himself worth her time of day, to win her back—no, just to keep her. Gordon wasn't used to talking this way, interacting this way with people, so the words struggled out of his mouth; maybe not having a filter between his thoughts and his words also meant not having a bridge between him and her?

"I really need you to believe me when I say that that's not true."

Silence again. The wind knocked some branches against the cabin windows while he tried to find his next words. Alyx spoke instead.

"So what, there's...there's somebody else? I knew it, there had to be some other woman...right? Back...back wherever you came from."

Gordon was dumbfounded. "No."

"So...you're gay, then?" His look of indignation seemed to answer that for her. "Commitment phobia. Some kind of trauma or something. Please, there's gotta be something."

"Alyx..." he said,"...I want to give you a commitment—a real, serious commitment—so bad. I mean serious. It…kind of scares me and I've been worried it would scare you too. I'm not..." he swallowed, because his mouth had gone dry again, "I'm not used to feeling this way about anybody. I...I haven't felt this way toward anybody else in my life. Ever."

"Then what the heck, Gordon?! What the heck?!" she cut him off, seemingly annoyed by the depths of his drama. "I don't understand! I'm right here! I've been throwing myself at you—_throwing_ myself at you!—I look like an idiot, and I know it, and everybody else who sees us together knows it, and I keep doing it because I want—I need some kind of response from you! And I know you're into me, I can see it, before you cover it up, but that's the thing; you always cover it up, you try to hide it! You try to make it seem like you're not interested and I know you are and you're just turning me down for some other reason and I don't know what that is, and it _hurts_, Gordon!"

She had yelled all this at him, and now her eyes were watering, close to brimming over. Oh God.

"Please don't cry," he started, wrenched, panicking—he always hated seeing Alyx cry and he wasn't sure he could handle her crying because of him—but she cut him off again:

"Dammit, I'll cry if I want to! _I'm_ not the one who's repressed here. I'm not the one who's not letting myself feel anything! I'm not the one cutting myself off from people!" Her eyes went ahead and did the job properly, brimming over and tracking down her face. He couldn't tell if they were upset tears or angry ones, but knew they were probably both. And he knew he deserved to hear this, because he had never denied any of this to himself; it was just knowing that she knew too, and was calling him out on it, that was a punch in the gut. But he deserved it. So he just stood there and took it.

She stopped then, gathered her breath, heaving it in with anger and the tears that were unashamedly leaking out of her eyes. She seemed to be waiting for him to answer. He started in again on trying to get some answers and honesty for her out of his depths.

"I...I don't like holding myself back from you, Alyx. I hate it. It hurts me too—honestly. It's exhausting, and it makes me miserable. Believe me, I don't want to, and…if I felt like I had any choice—any choice whatsoever, any way I could make it happen, even if it meant…hacking off my own arm or something—I'd be yours, a hundred percent. If I could, I'd...I'd give you...everything...All of me."

There. He'd said it. He wasn't going to come out with what he was suddenly thinking of as "the L-bomb"—this, because it seemed as dangerous and all-powerful as an atomic bomb right now—because, honestly, he couldn't manage that right now. Those three words, those tiny, innocuous three words had tremendous power: the power to make and break human relationships, to fundamentally change things, to make people forget themselves and do stupid things and betray their values and friends, to give up too much, to cost too much, to care too much. The rain pattered on the roof. He chanced a quick, fleeting look at her, because it was all he could manage, and even that took a whole lot of effort. She seemed to be softening to him a little.

"Really?"

Her voice wasn't weak or hungry, not begging or skeptical or demanding; it was her straight, unadorned, seeing-through-things, pulling-no-punches voice, the one that made him know she was treating this, and, he felt, his feelings, with the utmost seriousness.

Thank _God_.

"Yes," he said, as loudly and affirmingly as he could muster, which somehow turned out to end up as a kind of hissing or choking of vehemence.

And she seemed to take him at his word. Her eyes slunk off in the direction of the corner of the floorboards, vulnerability creeping in again. "Then why?..."

He sighed loudly, and let his head loll back on his shoulders as he ran his hands through his hair with duress. "Ohhh boy...how to even begin..."

Her eyebrow had risen half a notch over her browline as she watched him; not surprised, not skeptical, just waiting for an answer. But how to talk about G-Men and her father and secretly-complicit allies and conspiracies that made you feel crazy and her own unknown obligation without dragging her into all of it too? How to spare her her peace of mind? How to...not appear crazy or delusional, for that matter?

At this point, he really just wanted to tell her everything, desperately wanted to confide in someone, her especially, and to give her the complete honesty he was striving for. But he was afraid; he was sure that the G-Man's employment was one of those things you only knew about if you were involved, and if you came to know by accident, you got involved, whether you wanted to or not.

And Gordon would destroy himself if he caused that happen to Alyx, he knew. He'd devolve into some kind of mental breakage or just have to off himself, if he felt like he deserved the surcease from the guilt, or just up and leave...life, and people, and everything about it, or...something. Something over-the-top and unthinkable, he didn't know what, but he didn't want to find out. He would not let Alyx—the person he cared about more than himself or anybody in his life, for that matter—and who he understood was vital to the Resistance and to humanity in general for her value to morale—to be enslaved, isolated, cut off from humanity, his own and everyone else's, the way he had.

"I...have this..._obligation_...that I have to deal with, and...and I don't want to get you involved. I...I don't know how to explain it really, because I don't understand it very much myself, but...I'm...I'm really scared of what it could mean for you if I let you get too close. I don't really know how to explain it, but like I said, I...I want to give you everything I have of myself, but I'm not myself to give right now. And I'm really not sure about that ever changing in the future."

He swallowed, took some steadying breaths...had he let slip anything he shouldn't have? Had he been vague enough to keep her safe, but given her enough of an idea of what he meant to make his behavior justified?

"So...you don't want anything to happen until the war is over, you're saying? Until the Combine are gone, or something, or...?"

Sigh. No. No he hadn't, not nearly.

"I...I'm kind of in a situation where...I have somebody else calling the shots and I don't really get to make my own decisions about my life, Alyx. I don't know if I can change it, and I don't think I can, but...it's a really, really..._horrible_ experience, having to have all the decisions made for you and not be able to have any kind of input and...I worry that if I let something happen between us, you'll get put into the same situation…and maybe I can keep that from happening if I don't."

She sighed, seemingly exasperated, looked away, rubbed her temple, looked back at him.

"Gordon..."

"What?" he asked, trying to keep the terror out of his voice; this look was not how he had expected her to react, not how he needed to have her respond to this.

"...You...you take this tortured messiah thing really seriously."

What the...?

"Tor...'tortured messiah thing?!'"

That had crossed a line. She obviously thought he meant the whole One Free Man thing and the Resistance making him do all the hard work and the stupid civilians falling all over themselves to be in awe of him and none of them would stop it and just realize he was a human being, for crying out loud...

He tried to rein in his anger, with some success. She just hadn't understood him.

"I wasn't speaking metaphorically."

She sighed again. "So…what, so you're taking this whole 'savior of humanity' thing seriously enough that you're gonna martyr yourself for what everyone wants you to be, though? And it's not metaphorical?"

"I'm not...it's not metaphorical because that's not what I'm talking about! If it was just that, then I wouldn't care what everybody wanted and I'd PDA on the Breencast screens to get the point across!"

"Then what, then?! What is it, if it's not that?! I'm not understanding you, Gordon!"

"I...Alyx, I'm really...I'm trying to tell you what I can, and it's really difficult, I have to...I have to really watch how I talk about it-"

"Why?! Just come out and say it!"

"I can't! It's not that simple. I...I really worry that if I let you know what I know—which is honestly very little, and you can't imagine, even, how little I actually know that I need to—I'm just really worried that it's one of those things where, if you know anything, or too much, you have to get involved, and I don't want that to happen to you."

"Oh for...Gordon, I thought you knew me well enough not to try to protect me and all that crap. I thought I didn't have to deal with-"

"I'm not trying to protect you, Alyx, I—okay, honestly, I know very little. And I don't know how to get more information, and I'm afraid if I ask the wrong person, something'll happen or—"

"Like what?"

"Like...maybe they'll have to get involved too, or...or I'll get yanked away from here or something and sent off somewhere else, or...maybe something bizarre, I really _do not know_."

"So you don't know enough, you can't talk about what you do know, and if you do, you don't know what will happen?"she summarized.

He stammered for a second, trying to produce words in his indignation. "Yes! That's what I'm saying. I can't...if it were up to me, Alyx, I'd pour out my guts to you, I'd tell you everything I know, because I'd feel better telling you than anyone else, and I know I could trust you with it. But I really, really am worried—and I think it's very reasonable in this case—that there'll be some very real, concrete, extremely negative consequences if I do that. For you, and for me. And I know this is vague and it's frustrating and I don't want it to be, it's frustrating me to death right now, and it has in the past too, but I really, really don't have a choice. And..."

Oh God. This wasn't going to end happily no matter what he did. He rubbed his face.

"I know that doesn't help and it doesn't make it any better, and I'm...I'm sorry, Alyx, I'm so, so sorry, I don't like this and I don't know how to change it, but if I could, I would do it in a heartbeat, and I need you to believe that."

Alyx was rubbing her upper lip with the side of her hand, not looking at him. It was a gesture of annoyance, of frustration. "So...you can't even tell me why you're gonna shove me away and not let anything happen between us, is what you're saying?"

He gaped a little. That was _not _what he'd been trying to...

"That's not...Alyx, I'm..."

"'Cause it sounds like you're rejecting me and this is just a really flaky cop-out."

'A really flaky cop-out'? 'Rejecting her'? He couldn't let her think that, no, no, that wasn't okay. He started panicking, trying to figure out what to say, because how could Alyx be allowed to think he wasn't interested in her, how could smart, fun and funny, cool, sexy Alyx, Alyx who understood him and who meant more to him than anyone ever had before, who he'd dance the conga with an Advisor for, who could have any man she wanted and for some reason wanted him, the one man she couldn't have…be allowed to think that he didn't want her with every ounce of his being? He had to explain, he had to get on his knees and rhapsodize, convince, he had to _make_ this woman understand that he wanted her more than anything he'd ever wanted in his life.

"Alyx...every guy who meets you goes crazy for you, and I know that. You can have any guy you want, and I don't know why it's me, I don't know how I got so incredibly lucky, and I know that if I say no, another guy can come along in a heartbeat and I'll have to watch you be with him instead of me and it'll kill me, but I'll have to do it...and I know I'm never going to have the chance again, and I lay awake at night trying to think of ways it could work, because I've never..."

How to frame this…

"I spent my whole childhood determined to get into MIT, and then I got into quantum entanglement and was determined to make a name for myself in it, and I wanted those things so bad...and I was hungry for them and I worked for them—slaved away, worked myself to the bone for them—and I just...I never wanted those things half as much as I want you. I thought...people used to look at me, when I was going for my doctorate, going way beyond what I had to for my dissertation, and chasing after job leads and making up lists of which of them would give me the best shot at what I wanted...people told me I was single-minded. I had one guy tell me I was like a madman...once in Innsbruck, I was watching an experiment, and someone told me I had this look in my eye, they said—what was it, something weird—like I was consumed, or something, whatever, something like that, with this curiosity or this thirst—I don't remember, it was something in German I'm not remembering how to translate too well—but..."

He started bringing it back around to the point of the story before she could think he was crazy.

"As...hungry, or as consumed, or single-minded, or possessed, or passionate, or whatever it was, as I was about...anything else, ever, in my life..."—he put his hand to his face, because he knew how he had to sound—"I know I probably sound kind of weird right now, and I'm not very good with words, but...please believe me, if I had any way or any choice in making it happen...if I thought it was at all within my reach, in any way, or if I could change anything to make it that way...I would do it. I'd...I try not to think about what I'd do for you, Alyx, honestly, because it scares me. And I don't say any of this partly because I'm scared it'll scare you, but...please know I'm sincere."

Oh God, that had been horrible. But he'd said it, he'd offered his heart up on a nice little platter, and been as honest with her as he could be. Hopefully she got the message.

He chanced a sideways glance at her—he hadn't been able to look at her at all, never mind look her in the eye, as he said all this. She seemed to be evaluating it all, trying to decide whether or not to allow herself to believe it. Maybe she believed the part about him wanting her, just not about his thinking it was impossible to have her.

"See, Gordon..." He waited with baited breath for the other shoe to fall. "I think...I want to believe you, and I think maybe I do, but...I've seen guys when they're crazy about a woman. I've seen how they can get, and it_ is _pursuit, it _is _this all-consuming...thing, and...guys will basically move mountains for a woman if they think it'll get her to fall for them. I've seen it, I've had it directed at me a few times. And...I've seen you get this look in your eye, when you talk to me, sometimes, and I think it's that look...but then you pull it back, you shut it away, you...you take it back. And I'm really trying to get what you say about obligation or whatever, but..."

She hesitated, seeming to try to make up her mind about something. She had one hand on each temple, as if trying to figure something out or piece something together.

"Okay, I...I think maybe...I think I believe you...about being interested in me. I...okay, I can believe that. I guess what I'm having a hard time trying to believe is that it's out of reach, the...the part about serious consequences to letting me get too close. Because you're not giving me a whole lot of information, and...you're saying you can't, but I need something, I...if this is making you miserable, and it's making me miserable, and we can fix it...but you're saying we can't..."

"I'm saying...my hands are tied. I'm saying I can't make decisions for myself or about my own life, and it's because there's this...real, non-metaphorical, tangible, external threat, I don't know what to call it, really...that could cause very real, very concrete, very negative consequences for both of us, and...I know you can handle a lot, Alyx, you can handle more than anybody I've ever met, and you certainly can handle a lot more than me...but I really believe no one is equipped to deal with this. I know you hate to be protected, and I wouldn't do it if I didn't think it was something...beyond the scope of your everyday, garden-variety, post-Combine trauma."

He risked a peek at her. She wasn't looking at him, but she seemed to want to smile at that, if only half-heartedly and if it wasn't really successful in happening. She nodded her head, still not looking at him, face directed at her shoes, and her arms folded tightly over herself.

"Okay...okay."

He allowed himself to breathe; he seemed to have been not doing so normally while she was evaluating his little soliloquy, his wherefore-art-thou-Alyx speech, and a weight seemed to be lifted disorientingly off his body, making him lightheaded with relief of it's thunder rumbled steadily in the near distance, and the wind was picking up; the little cabin creaked noisily in it's onslaught, but held fast.

"Not..." Alyx was speaking, licking her lips, her breathing picking up a little, as if she were preparing to dive off a cliff and was getting up the nerve..."Not even just...not even just for tonight?"

She kept her face downward, and her shoulders scrunched stiffly as she pushed some hair out of her face, looking embarassed, her toes edging together...timidly stealing a glance up at him, which was quickly diverted and kept trying to return to little avail.

Good God in heaven above, Alyx was propositioning him. It was real, it was happening, he wasn't just fantasizing, and he wanted to hug her like a grateful friend for going ahead and just coming out with it...and then tear her clothes off and lay her on the bed and go at it,_ not_ like a friend. They were in this tiny cabin in the middle of nowhere with just the two of them, and nobody would be able to hear or barge in, no college dorm roommate to sexile, no rebel lackeys to come rushing in telling them there was some kind of attack going on and grab his crowbar even though his crowbar happened to be_ busy_ at the moment, thank you very much—it was unreal and perfect and happening to him, why weren't angels descending to sing for them...

They weren't descending because as happy as this made him...and his crowbar...he knew he had to say no. He had to tell her no, deny her again, and she'd gotten up the nerve to ask him and was risking a lot, emotionally, if he rejected her again. And she looked vulnerable and he just wanted to take her in his arms and make her feel better because he cared about her and hated seeing her unhappy, and if that meant sex, he'd skip the tearing of clothing and the going at it like wild animals and just make love to her with everything he had in him, all the caring he could muster...

He had to be showing some of this on his face, because she was looking as if she were preparing for a piece of devastating news.

"Alyx...I have to pretend all this didn't happen in the morning."

"...Okay...?" Some hope there, but not sure of itself.

"If...if I do that...I can't pull myself back. I can't...I can't pretend this didn't happen, I can't keep this whole...tonight, from changing anything, and if...God...if things change, I can't let..."

He was breathing quickly now; he had this kind of panicky sensation, as if something were trying to get out from behind his eyes; they were stinging, but whatever reaction that was, he didn't know, it didn't seem to make sense because you didn't cry because you couldn't bang someone, so why was he feeling panicky and like he should fall over himself apologizing, begging for her pardon…like he had broken something precious and would never piece it back together again?

She recoiled a little, as if just having been told some unpalatable piece of information about herself that she had feared was true; her head was turned off to the side, her eyes turning downward with moistness, with hurt, with rejection. She scrunched her mouth up tightly, trying to hold something in...her face turned toward the floor, her eyebrows lowering, the miserable, hurt expression still there...

...her eyes clouding over as the hurt transformed...

...she bit her lip, straightened her shoulders, steadied her gaze at the floor in front of him...raised her eyes to him (he couldn't meet them full-on), glared at him, resentment burning, her lip no longer scrunching but pursing in a look he'd seen in her when she was indignant, but this wasn't quite the same, and her gaze was a laser-target and it made him feel in danger...

"I think you're just scared. I think you really are just scared, and it's not all this, or else you just like drama or self-abnegation or torturing yourself or whatever." She was building up steam now.

"I bet you're scared because if you let yourself feel anything good you have to let yourself feel the bad stuff too, and you can't deal with that! I think you still haven't dealt with all of a sudden being here and the world being a wreck and everyone worshipping you, and you can't deal with each new thing that comes up, either, because you've got a...a damn emotional _backlog_! Sometimes I think you haven't even dealt with your Resonance Cascade baggage like the others, and I don't get it—it's been twenty years, and everyone who's still alive has processed it, and you haven't, I think...but I still don't know where you've been for all that time and why you're still young and why it's like the past two decades never happened for you, and...and _I don't understand!_" The last part was rage and frustration—Gordon almost expected her to stamp her foot in fury.

"_And I don't like it!_ I don't _like _not understanding things, Gordon, it drives me crazy! And I especially don't like not understanding _you!_ I want to know how you work, and every time I think I've gotten you to stop being so…" she fumbled for words "…bizarrely…guarded, you do it again, you pull yourself away, and it _hurts_! You're not just denying _yourself_ something, Gordon, you're denying me too! And I think it's because you can't handle feeling anything, and I want to help you, but you're so damn _scared_!"

"What happened to, 'Oh Gordon, you're so brave, oh Gordon, you're so selfless'? Now I'm scared and self-abnegating!"

"Don't make fun of me—"

"I'm not making fun of you, it's what you said!"

"It's all well and good to be willing to throw yourself into a volley of bullets, Gordon, but if you don't deal with it in your head afterwards, it doesn't matter, it's not real bravery!"

"This isn't some stupid emotional garbage, okay, Alyx? There could be real-world consequences if...quit laughing!" She had scoffed at him as if what he said was ridiculous or over-dramatic, but she didn't understand—"I don't let anything happen between us because things could happen to you if I do!"

"Oh, really, Gordon? Really? You think some bad guy's gonna kidnap me because I'm your girlfriend and hold me hostage or some crap? Real life doesn't happen like in superhero movies, and I'm not your Mary-Jane Watson, I can take care of myself—I thought you knew that!"

"I do know you can take care of yourself, I know that perfectly well, don't think I'd write you off like that, you're a better fighter than me, and we both know it; I'm not talking about like that. When I say I'm not my own person, I mean it literally—I can't give myself because I'm...under contract or something, I don't even freaking know..."

"You don't know?"

"No, I don't know, and if you think not understanding things drives you crazy, you don't know what I'm dealing with every frikkin' day!"

"Then let me help you!"

"I CAN'T, Alyx, do you understand?! I'm trying to tell you I don't know what's happening to me and I'm afraid if I ask anybody, something horrible, I don't know what, but something very_ real_ and very horrible will happen, and if I tell you anything I do know or suspect the same thing will happen to you!"

"So you're wandering around clueless and if you ask for help your James-Bond-secret-identity will be blown and you'll have dragged me along—"

"Cut it out with the sarcasm!"

"—on some cross-continental adventure and I'll have to sever ties with everyone I know and take up a secret life of mystery and join the agency or whatever—"

Her mocking was unfortunately too close to reality, so he wasn't going to confirm or deny this.

"I don't have answers for myself, I can't give you answers, I can't give you what you want—what I want—because if you got pulled into the same situation I'm in, it would be my fault, and yes, I can't handle that. I know myself, I know what I can and can't handle, I'm trying to deal with all this as best I can, and I am feeling it, I feel it all the time, I just don't show it. And I want to let you help me, Alyx, but there's only so much I can let you do that, because if I let you too close to me, if I give you the answers I do know that you want, I'm scared it'll happen to you too. And yes, I'm scared of that. That, I know I can't handle."

"So you're rejecting me for my own good?"

"I'm not—I don't want to—"

"Right, right, and you're not protecting me either, because I'm such a good fighter and all."

"I meant you can handle a lo—you know what I meant, you're just mad at me!"

"Yeah, I'm mad! If you don't want to protect me and I can handle a lot, why don't you think I can handle whatever's going on with you?!"

"Because I can't handle it, Alyx, no one can! No one can deal with—"

"Oh you drama queen, you sound like a teenager!"

"You're really cruel when you're mad, do you know that?"

"_I'm_ cruel?! _I'm_ cruel?! You're the one stringing me along because I can't handle some deep dark secret of the Inner Workings of Gordon Freeman!"

He was getting madder.

"I'm hurting you now so I don't have to hurt you more later!"

"Oh, you're so noble, Gordon! Such a hero!"

"I'll add that to brave and self-abnegating!"

"If you want help so much, if you want _me_, I'm right here, and I'm making a _fool_ of myself throwing myself at you and you keep stringing me along because you're scared."

"Are you listening to a word I've said? Or are you too busy mocking me?"

"Quit calling me cruel!"

"Then stop _being_ cruel! Stop calling me James Bond and a superhero and a drama queen, and—"

"Oh, did I hurt your feelings? 'Cause _my_ feelings have been on a roller-coaster because the guy I'm crazy about doesn't _have_ any feelings for me or anything else! If you can have your feelings hurt, Gordon, maybe you're _not_ just a robot…or maybe if the only thing you let yourself feel is negative emotions I should just quit chasing you around like the pathetic sick puppy I am."

She seemed close to tears of rage now, still shouting at him.

"I should just give up like I should have ages ago! I'll scrape back what little dignity I've got left and get people to stop looking at me all pitying because _they _know it's pointless trying to mean anything to you and I'm only just figuring it out. And it's too freakin' bad, because we're both masochists, we could just torture ourselves together; you with your little messiah-with-a-burden-to-bear charade and me with my hoping you'll get down off your goddamn cross you've got yourself on and throw me some scraps!"

Too far. Too much.

"DO YOU WANT TO END UP LIKE ME?!" he belted, and he wasn't himself anymore, wasn't in possession of himself anymore—he had been able to keep a handle on himself until now, but it was just too much, just too much—"DO YOU WANT TO END UP LIKE I AM, JUST CUT OFF FROM EVERYBODY AND EVERYTHING YOU EVER CARED ABOUT?! DO YOU WANT ME TO LET YOU END UP JUST SOME PSYCHO KILLER WITH NO EMOTIONS WHO'S AFRAID TO LET PEOPLE MEAN ANYTHING TO HIM BECAUSE THEY'LL JUST DIE, OR HE'LL DISAPPEAR?! I CAN'T TELL THE BEST THING THAT'S EVER HAPPENED TO ME WHAT SHE MEANS TO ME, BECAUSE I DON'T KNOW IF I'LL BE MAGICKED AWAY SOMEPLACE AT THE DROP OF A HAT AND BE GONE FOR ANOTHER TWENTY YEARS OR...or whatever!...I've got the most perfect person I've ever met –except for her absolutely _pernicious_ temper—head over heels for me, and I have to string her along!"

He had lost steam, but not all of it, and this bleeding in him needed to get out, wasn't going to stop surging till it ran dry.

"Do you want me to let you get put in the position where you go to sleep and then wake up and the entire damn world's some unreal science-fiction hell, and your best friend who used to be younger than you is now old enough to scold you like you're some dumb kid and your supervisor's daughter who used to be this cute little thing you played chess with all of a sudden has _curves_, and she's winking at you in a squad car while you're out killing freaking _aliens_, which are _your_ fault anyway, and she's had to grow up in this 1984 dystopia psycho-world because _you_ thought this job would look good on your resume?"

He was ranting now, he was fully aware, but maybe the walls had been a dam after all, and now that they were broken, the stream would just have to run it's course until it petered out.

"I don't reciprocate anything, Alyx, because I can't _give _you a relationship! You deserve a _boyfriend_, you deserve someone who's not going to vanish into thin air and then reappear again when you're forty or eighty, and will still be twenty-seven while you've spent your whole life wondering and have hated him for the past forty years because he left you in the lurch! I can't _handle_ that, Alyx! I want to be your boyfriend, dammit, I want to take you on _dates_, and do cute schmoopy things for you and dress up for Valentine's Day and worry whether it's good enough for you because it's not, and it never will be!"

He had to stop and catch some of his breath here. She was standing there blinking at him, looking as if she'd mistaken him for someone else and only now recognized him for his true self.

"I want to give you all that, Alyx, and I can't, and I hate having to block you out, I hate it..."

Fan-frikkin'-tastic, he wasn't able to keep the watery, choking feeling out of his voice anymore, and his eyes had finally given up and started oozing water, and his nose had decided to join in the party too and make him have to sniffle through it's congestion. _Fan-frikkin'-tastic, Freeman...maybe she thinks your voice is cracking because you've just had your Man Card revoked for crying to a girl about your feelings and how you can't take her to the sixth-grade dance._

He came to be aware again of the rain falling down outside the window, of the world outside...outside his own little head, where all this stupid stuff mattered. There was still a war going on and they still had to raid a CP bunker tomorrow and none of this was important to anyone else and it didn't really matter in the scheme of things. He could hear the rain pouring down in sheets, and this cabin was tiny, and it was just the two of them, and if she had half-wondered whether he was gay before, she now probably thought of him as something worse, something inexcusable: sensitive.

He had closed his eyes at some point, and now he allowed himself the indulgence of just rubbing his face with both hands, reaching up under his glasses, taking them off, massaging the bridge of his nose, wiping it with the armored sleeve of his suit...opening his eyes just enough to blink blearily, miserably at the floor for a second, then cup his temple in his hand...he leaned his head back again, breathed, "I'm sorry"…

...wiped his face with three fingers once more, then put his glasses back on—which didn't really have a point because he wasn't able to look at her at all right now anyway...

"I'm sorry, Alyx."

He said this in his usual soft, near-inaudible voice, although now it was tired from the exertion of emotion spent wildly after being dammed up for far, far, far too long.

And Alyx was looking at him...as if she felt for him. As if she understood now.

Okay. At least that had been accomplished. He had only had to devolve into Jerry Maguire to reach that point of communication with her, and she'd gotten in a few little knives in his chest herself, but she understood, now, that he was sincere in the utmost degree, and was, indeed, verifiably in agony with pining for her.

She had the kind of look on her face now that he associated with her thinking through a problem, solving some kind of situation they were in; analytical, but not cold or calculating, just deep in thought.

Then her eyes fell on him. Looked him right in the eye.

It was the first time in about half an hour they had met each other's gaze head-on, and he felt broken and damaged and spent and in need of repair, and she looked willing to do it. And he wanted her to, trusted her to.

"Gordon..." She reached for him...

And he winced, pulled back, as if afraid of another blow after a beating.

"Don't...Alyx, please...no..."

She jerked her hand back and looked at him with hot, fresh hurt in her eyes.

"I...I'm sorry..."

"It's okay..."

"No, it's not, because...because I..."

Oh God. No. Just no. Not anymore. Not any of this, anymore, ever again.

He could feel his throat closing up again, and his eyes stinging as if with fresh_ sensitivity_.

"I can't, because...because nothing can happen. Because of this. Nothing can happen, still." His voice was cracking and watery and it helped him mean the next sentence. "I...have to pretend to myself this didn't happen, in the morning, because I can't...I can't handle it. I still can't let anything happen, and this doesn't change that, but I have to keep the walls up to make that happen, to make all this work, and...and now it's going to be harder."

He sniffled, and couldn't look her in the eye, again, because she was being understanding, she was being caring, she was being a friend, but not just...she was being what he needed her to be. And he was having to tell her that he couldn't do the same for her. And then asking for more.

And it wasn't fair. It wasn't right, it wasn't okay, it wasn't equitable or reasonable, it wasn't how you treated someone you cared about, someone who meant the world to you...and he couldn't expect her to be okay with it. No way. No way could he reasonably expect her not to be hurt, to be angry, to give up, to have been pushed too far, probably to cut him out of her life for good now.

He just stood there, his eyes filling up again with salted misery, too much this time, so he couldn't see...he didn't care enough to blink them away, what was there to see, after all, but the woman he wanted for his soulmate finally throwing up her hands, giving up hope in him, and walking out the door to leave him in this weird little wood house that kept the rain out and made all the rules different from there on out. He was alone again, alone the way he had been on Xen, or when he first arrived in City 17—no—worse. He was as alone as he'd been in the mines.

And he was always going to be. And there was nothing to be done. Nothing but try to adapt to it, to never having anyone mean anything to him ever again.

"Okay," she breathed.

He looked up at her finally, had to. She looked...sad. Not upset, not hurt, just...sad. Tired. Disappointed. Resigned.

Hurt by him.

But still with him.

And he almost thought, _How dare she?_ How could she have the nerve to be so self-effacing, so loyal, when he was so horrible to her? Why couldn't she just laugh in his face, tell him how horrible he was, how pathetic, what a little nerd, sitting here crying like a pansy, running around trying to save the world with no clue of what he was doing, pushing away the only woman who had ever wanted him; why couldn't she just slap him, punch him, kick him in rage? It would hurt so much less.

Because he had evidently misplaced his manhood somewhere in the land of sensitive singer-songwriters who played guitar while feeding cats and offering foot massages to passersby, he felt the urge to let a fresh batch of liquid from his eyes; but he didn't want to, was sick of doing that, so he managed to rein it in this time, as he tried to reach out to her in her own misery...

"Alyx..."

_Let me explain, let me apologize, let me beg or negotiate or just throw myself on your shoes and you can make me work for this...let me comfort, let me fix, heal, say things we both know are empty but that you want to hear..._

"Are you going to get into the bed?"

She wasn't looking at him, running a hand through her hair as she turned her head to the side, business-like in a deadened tone, evidently worn out too, but still practical.

Alyx. The reason they'd survive.

And who he had to hurt, and keep hurting, to meet the same end.

He blinked at her, surprised at the offering. She still...? Obviously at this point she meant it in a strictly practical sense, with nothing implied, because what could there be anymore? Everything was laid out on the table, bare and brazen and ugly, and they were both clear on the terms they were on now, and would have to be for the foreseeable future.

His mind worked to catch up to what the words themselves meant, trying to change gears abruptly. He hesitated. Yes..? Right? Or no...? He wanted it, yes, even if it was just a slumber-party kind of arrangement, because it meant she wasn't rejecting him. But could it just be just that, just slumber-party time in the woods, or would he have too much trouble with it? He didn't mean in just a physical sense—because his manhood seemed to be phoning in from pansy-guitar-cat-loving-foot-massage-land to say hi—but it was intimate in other ways.

It made him nervous, to be perfectly honest. He hadn't ever slept in a bed with a woman platonically in his adult life. Both of them under the covers, in just pajamas, so close, liable to snore or flail their arms or cry out with nightmares in the unconsciousness of sleep...or other things...

She sighed in annoyance, pushed past him, went for the lantern, turned it out...briskly walked over to the bed, the floorboard creaking, threw back the covers, fluffed the pillow with vigor...got in, pulled the covers over her—pulled them tightly, turning her back in a decisive motion, her shoulder angled like a windbreak.

He had taken too long. He had hesitated, unable to make up his mind, not sure what he wanted, and she had taken it for reluctance, for more indecision about her...really, he just had had trouble understanding the words as they were entering his brain…and it was such a big decision…and pajamas and snoring and—

Gordon bolted out to the door of the cabin, unhatched it, went outside. Into the storm, where it was safer.


	3. Chapter 3

**_A/N-Hiiiiii! Well, if you haven't read my note on my Profile about why this has taken so long to be uploaded, please do. The TL;DR is that grad school sucks. I'm in a part of the school year where I have some free time right now, so I hope to upload at least another chapter by June 17th, when my last class starts up. Other updates in my life involve trying to date an MIT doctorate candidate in theoretical physics and finding out he was NOT, sadly,going to be my own personal Gordon Freeman; finding an actual boyfriend; living through a terrorist attack and then the imposition of martial law on the whole metro area, followed by a manhunt where we were all in lockdown-that was fun; and discovering that new Arrow show on the CW that is chock full of extremely good-looking men-don't worry, I'm not switching fandoms because I have all these policies against it...and no good ideas. Thankfully, in THIS fandom, I have been coming up with more story ideas but not having enough time to write them. So the raw material is there, if only I can refine it and type it up, then edit it and publish it. Ugh._**

**_Anyway, thank you all so much for so much positive feedback, including all the reviews! I had gotten used to getting fewer reviews on my work and was very very pleased with all the ones I'm getting on this one-you guys really do make me feel good about my writing, and I'm realizing that we fanfic writers really do live for reviews. I had a few people say the previous chapter was kind of overly dramatic; yes, I agree(and thank you all for being nice about it!:-)), and I tried to make it reasonable, but I just re-read it and lol...now I want to edit it again, but I feel like if this were "real" publishing and not the kind we do on the Internet that is somehow considered less legit, it would be kind of "cheating" to go back and do that...or else there'd just have to be a new anniversary edition somewhere along the road. Anywhodle, back on topic, I also didn't want Gordon crying all over the place, but I wasn't seeing a way around it, so I just had him do it sparingly and then feel bad about it and impose restrictive gender norms on himself-poor Gordon,you should take a crowbar to the oppressive patriarchy that deprives you of your right to show emotion. I was getting kind of annoyed with him-Gordon, stop being so emo!-but that was how he keeps turning out when I write him. It would annoy me if a guy I knew in real life were like this, so I don't know why I'm making Gordon this way. Welp. What are you gonna do?_**

**_Anyway, I'm rambling because it is 3:00am and not saying anything useful. Please read, enjoy, and if you feel like it, review-and if you do review, please let me know things I'm doing right AND things that can be improved, I love those reviews because they give me stuff to work on to make my writing better!:-)_**

**_Now go read. Go. Shoo._**

_Don't surrender your loneliness_

_So quickly._

_Let it cut more deep._

_Let it ferment and Season you_

_As few human_

_Or even divine ingredients can._

_Something missing in my heart tonight_

_Has made my eyes so soft,_

_My voice_

_So tender,_

_My need of God_

_Absolutely_

_Clear._

_-"Absolutely Clear", Shams al-Din Hafiz._

It was storming like something biblical. The water seemed not to be able to drop itself on them fast enough, and was moving in sheets, dumping down on them into huge puddles that were more the size of small lakes, and threatening to turn the little cabin into an island. They were all running downhill, though—thankfully, as Alyx had noted, they were on high ground after all—but the visibility was so poor Gordon couldn't see to where it was flowing; he couldn't even see ten feet into the storm. It was cold, whether from the wind blowing so hard that the gusts it produced sometimes were threatening his ability to stand, or whether it was from the cold front off the Caucasus or whatever the heck was going on—he didn't know. All he knew was it was storming fiercely, and it felt wild and dangerous and it was somehow what he needed.

There was a little overhang over the porch, and he was standing under it, sheltered from most of the storm and able to just watch it. But of course, in storms of this magnitude, there was always going to be those little droplets of water, if not the actual rain itself, getting blown in at you, making you almost as drenched as if you had gone out into the thick of it anyway. He was soon shivering, even though his HEV suit still covered him almost completely and gave him good insulation.

This was somehow perfect, this weather. Always, when you had those little melodramas where friends-not-lovers got into major fights or hooked up in secluded cabins somewhere, there would always be a rainstorm outside. He remembered vaguely, from high school literature classes, lectures about the outside weather mirroring a character's internal feelings or setting a mood, and how authors used rain as a metaphor for purification, and that that was why you saw it in so many of those strange French movies where people kissed on benches under the guy's coat in storms that followed droughts that had been going on for the whole length of the movie. He thought about this and finally understood it; he had always seen it as a dumb cliche in movies and so on, but now he just wanted to wade into it and be...purified, or whatever. Some kind of metaphor for baptism, maybe, who the heck knew, maybe it was just a metaphor for taking a shower, which he needed too, and he should grab some soap and Old Spice.

It really did feel good, though, as if the savage weather were cathartically burning off his emotions, and the wet wind lapping at him made him feel as bare and exposed on the outside as he did on the inside. The water splashing at him felt indeed purifying, as if he were being washed in cold, drizzly cleanliness, because a warm, constant stream of liquid wasn't appropriate to his mood...and anyway, he wanted the penitence of ice water. It went well with how monastically ascetic he'd been with himself up until now, and how frigid he had been to Alyx...and was going to keep having to be.

And so would she, now. She was going to be like ice to deal with; no yelling and bickering like she'd done with Mossman, no, he was sure that wasn't what this called for. She'd just be stony and silent and bitter, and her silence would be loud as a drum, and she wouldn't look at him, try to talk to him, no more winking or cute innuendos or come-ons, no more batted eyes or sly smiles for him. No, he was doomed to her resentment, probably for the rest of the time they knew each other. Maybe she wouldn't ever soften and heal, maybe she wouldn't want any more to do with him after this, and instead of grudgingly finding an uneasy platonic peace, she'd just pull away and never come back.

And he'd be pulled off to some other dimension or whatever to fulfill some other hero's mission. And maybe he'd be allowed back, or maybe not, but he'd always miss Alyx, the one who'd been his friend, and who he could have had for his own.

He meant to think all of this with a feeling of resignation, of acceptance of the bitter outcome he had earned, like a criminal who knows, after committing the crime, that his life is now forfeited to doing his time.

But he felt instead...panic. Desperation. He had had things in his life that he wanted, desperately craved, and worked for with all he could, denied him, and felt bitter disappointment...but acceptance. Why was this not the same?

Then again, this wasn't a job or a scholarship or an opportunity to present a poster at a conference. This was a person, a relationship. This was...more. So, so much more. It meant something to him that nothing else ever had, had ever come close to in semblance, and felt so right that he now felt like a person who had been deaf all their life and then granted hearing and discovered music...only to be threatened with losing it and going back to a silent world that would now seem starved of something meaningful.

He had to get her back. He had to somehow keep her, hold onto her, try to fix things. Gordon wasn't good at relationship stuff of any kind, any kind of relationship, but he knew from his own experience that if you had a fight with someone and it threatened your friendship, you wanted them to fight for it, let them know you wanted to keep it anyway, fix what you could, not just discard something that only needed mending.

But did this only need mending? That was the problem; was their relationship...friendship...whatever the heck it was...at all salvageable? Part of why he had so staunchly avoided having this conversation with her was that he'd feared the outcome. No way could he expect her to be okay with him now. Maybe he'd had a shot still, when she'd asked him into the bed, but now...

His train of thought paused, hesitated…rewound, re-examined...clicked. That had been the moment when he'd pushed her too far, refusing to get into the bed. Truly, though, he hadn't been refusing, he'd just been confused. Somehow his brain had gotten stuck because they had been discussing deep, serious, soul-searching things and then she'd suddenly asked him a practical question, one with a yes or no answer, and he hadn't been able to switch gears fast enough. It was like suddenly switching back and forth between French and Swahili.

But maybe he could...

That idea was loaded. She'd implicitly promised nothing would happen, but she was a woman, and he was a man, and did she understand how difficult it would be to be in that bed with her and not...be very male?

He wasn't some kind of monster or anything, and with any other woman he'd be confident in his ability to handle himself. But he didn't simply lust after Alyx, he wanted her in so many other ways; his attraction was on so many levels besides physical, ways that made him think he might belong in cat-worshipping-foot-massage-land after all. And it was difficult for him to hold back those responses too, but now he'd let loose the floodgates, and he was afraid the honesty he hadn't been able to hold back anymore in that little room would spill over into _more_ in that bed. It wasn't so much that he didn't trust himself as that he knew that if given half a chance, Alyx would take it...and then he would respond, and since she'd be willing and he was so very eager, things would progress and he'd be able to stop himself if she told him to…but he knew she wouldn't.

That was the problem. The attraction was too strong, so very hard to withhold on both their parts, that if they gave themselves any slight hope of _anything_, each would take it and feed it off of each other until he would no longer hold any chance of holding himself back after tonight, and he'd put her in danger in several different ways. He knew himself well enough to know that he was not one of those men who could sleep with a woman without it meaning something—it had never worked in the past—and he wouldn't be able to go back to feigning platonic feelings for her if that happened.

And that would drag her into a whole net of misery like the one he was in, or at the very least break her heart somewhere down the road, and it would all be on his shoulders. He wasn't afraid of the possibility of sex—oh, he most certainly was not—he was afraid of how that would change things, how it would either give them something they'd both revel in and then have taken from them, or would give the G-Man Alyx's freedom on a platter, and they'd be a sick, sad, captive little Barbie and Ken boxed set.

Not letting anything happen would be difficult. Very difficult.

_Difficult but not impossible_, a little voice somewhere in his head said. _You thought it would be too hard to let her know you're not as oblivious to her as she thought you were, right? And it was difficult, but you did it. Maybe you can do this too. It's even harder, yes, but you've shown you can handle this much so far._

Really? He argued with the little, random voice. Look how well that turned out! She's lying in that bed alone, hating me, and I'm out in a rainstorm trying to figure out if I can save what's left of...

...of what she means to me. No, that wasn't right. Of what he meant to her.

_Uh-huh_, his internal dialog continued, _you've gone halfway with this, now you need to follow through. If you don't finish the job, if you abandon ship halfway through, you'll have a bridge that goes halfway and then falls into the water. Finish the bridge, Gordon._

By doing...what, exactly? I can't go in there and make hot, passionate love to her or anything...couldn't even if this were a normal situation and I didn't have the world wanting me to clean up it's mess and a creepy psycho in a suit popping in and out of my consciousness, quite frankly. Hot, passionate sex has never exactly been my forte. And if we even started along that road, we wouldn't be able to stop. Doesn't matter how bad it would be, it can't happen at all.

_And she said she was fine with that, right?_

...so...I should just go in and get in the bed and...do what?

_That's it. That's all._

That's...that's all? What are you talking about?!

_She doesn't need you to do anything, she just needs to know you want to._

...Look, if I get in that bed with her...I really want that, honestly. If she's not furious enough at me that she'd let me, I would totally go in there and get it on, as unromantic and anti-climactic as it would be. And if I have to be next to her without getting our clumsy nerd-sex on...that's going to be extremely hard for me. The restraint...no matter what happens, we have to go back to normal tomorrow, we have to go back to what we were this afternoon. If I have sex with her, if I even kiss her...heck, I can't even tell her what she wants to hear in plain English and not have it change things between us drastically. I'm not the stoic paragon of masculinity who can put his feelings aside completely like people need me to. I know that. I know my own limits.

_Then don't let it get that far. Just get in the bed and don't touch her. You stay on one side and she can stay on the other. She just needs the gesture._

...I don't know if I can do that.

_You already did something you thought you couldn't handle tonight, right? You let those walls down, you were honest and upfront with her about how much you want to be with her, you told her what you could about why, and now if you don't finish the job, the bridge isn't going to reach across the river. Don't let the bridge fall._

But if _she_…

_What, you don't trust her? You don't trust __Alyx__, the person you've let mean so much to you even after you'd stopped letting anyone mean anything? Who you know always has your back in a firefight or __anything__ else, absolutely __anything__, who has never let you down, who always looks out for you, and who you even were able to trust—until you pushed her way too far and asked way too much—not to cross the lines __you_ _laid down about talking about the two of you? You don't trust __Alyx__, the person whom you've never trusted anyone more deeply or profoundly than in your life?_

_You horrible, dirty, rotten liar. You never understood the idea of having a second half until you met her. How dare you do her that disservice?_

Gordon realized his interior voice was right...so right, and he'd been so stupid not to see it all this way. Burning, crushing shame welled up in him, deep disgust at himself for thinking the one person he'd trust to wade into hell and pull him out at her own risk might impose her wants over his, when she'd been far too generous with him for so long.

And how presumptuous was he, really, to think that she'd even want to bang him—even want to let him into the bed, never mind lay a finger on her—after how he'd treated her? He'd be lucky if she didn't knife him or...something. Who said she wanted him anywhere near her after the argument they'd just had?

_One of the things you love about her, Gordon,_ his head-voice reminded him_, is her ability to always keep going, to heal, to see the humanity in a situation. Throw herself at your mercy, get on your knees and cry if you have to, do whatever it takes, without protecting yourself or holding anything back...and trust her capacity to heal. She doesn't see being vulnerable as a weakness like you do, she sees it as a strength. And she needs you to admit you were wrong, and that you aren't some stoic rock of—what did she call you...hah...of self-abnegation. Prove it to her. Be what she needs you to be._

"Be what she needs you to be"...that phrase echoed around in Gordon's head. He wanted so badly to be whatever she wanted him to, had always wanted any chance for it he could get. He could do it now, in a more meaningful way than plunging into a radioactive reactor core could. And maybe, just maybe, she'd take it as a promise that he really did want to do anything for her that she wanted, and not just selfishly deny them both.

...But the real test is going to come in the morning, when I have to put the walls back up. If I can't...then I can't do my job and I'll drag her into this psychopathy that is my life with the G-Man in it.

_If you don't finish the bridge, she won't even talk to you again._

...Maybe that's what's best for her.

_Wow, you're an idiot._

The part of him that was arguing the case for getting into the bed was watching the other side of him squirm with agony at the very idea of saying goodbye to Alyx. He knew he wasn't that selfless. And the pro-bed voice had decided now was a good time to replay a snippet of the conversation from inside to him: "You're not just denying yourself something, Gordon, you're denying me!"

That sentence circled around in his head a little. Alyx's hurt, angry expression...the tears dribbling out of her eyes that she wasn't afraid to let flow, because she was so much braver than him..."I'm not the one who's repressed here," she'd said, "I'm not the one who's not letting myself feel anything! I'm not the one cutting myself off from people!"

Just lying in the bed, that's all...that's all I need to do, you're saying?

_Yup. Pretty much. You're gonna have to have some major restraint to not let anything happen that you can't undo—and remember why you can't, because that's the only way you're going to be able to not start rounding the bases with her—but you can do this._

What if I fall asleep and—

_Don't even think that way. Keep your focus, stay on your side of the bed, and don't let anything happen. No matter how much you want it to. Or how much she does._

Oh God. That was another problem. How would he lay down the boundaries with Alyx?

_That's always hard, Freeman_, he told himself. _When you have sex with someone, you lay down your boundaries so neither of you crosses them and things go well. When you're trying very very hard not to have sex...well, apparently you do the same. Be brave. Be restrained. Find the right balance between stoicism and affect. You've gotta just...show her you can just sleep in a bed with her and not do anything, because that'll show you can just be friends after this. Do this tonight and it'll let her know you can put the facade back on tomorrow and go back to what you were and make it all work. That nothing's broken, that whatever you have can be fixed. That's the message, if you get in that bed. It's like...a metaphor, or something. So…be brave. Bridges, not walls._

Bridges, not walls.

Fine.

He sighed enormously. It felt good, his lungs needing the exercise. He had been unaware of his surroundings for the past few minutes, immersed as he was in his thoughts, and now the howling wind came back to him, the splattering water, the noise of the puddles splashing...

He allowed himself to enjoy it, to feel it a little, for a moment. Rain as purification...he stepped forward a step, into the wind that was blowing rain more forcefully than where he'd been standing on the porch in a more protected place. He wasn't standing full-on in the rain, but he allowed the blown droplets left by it to pelt him, making him feel cold and wet, that exposed and raw feeling coming back. He tried to let it soothe him, cleanse him emotionally. The feeling of tired, spent catharsis that comes after tears was in him, and now the rain pelted him, his mind still naked and making his body feel so too, even through this thick, bulky suit.

The suit...he couldn't sleep in the HEV suit, of course, no way, even if he wanted the extra bulk between him and Alyx. The suit tended to dull or at least hide any...male reactions he might have, and with it on, he wouldn't be able to feel her body's warmth on the sheets so well, no press of soft skin against him, or nothing but two thin layers of fabric, their clothes, separating him from her...

Oh boy. This was going to be fun. Restraint, Gordon. Restraint.

He guffawed mirthlessly in his head. He was in for a _difficult_ night.


	4. Chapter 4

**A/N-THE DAMN THING IS DONE. I had parts of this written and completed and other parts still needed work or editing and then when I was editing I found whole new problems to deal with and aaaaaugh...here's the finished product in three chapters. Please don't hate me.**

_I do not love you as if you were salt-rose or topaz_

_or arrow of carnations the fire shoots off:_

_I love you as certain dark things are loved,_

_secretly, between the shadow and the soul._

_I love you as the plant never blooms but carries_

_hidden within itself the light of those flowers,_

_and thanks to your love, darkly in my body_

_lives the dense fragrance that rises from the dark earth._

_I love you without knowing how, or when, or from where,_

_I love you simply, without problems or pride:_

_I love you in this way because I don't know any other way of loving_

_but this, in which there is no I or you,_

_so intimate that your hand upon my chest is my hand,_

_so intimate that when I fall asleep, it is your eyes that close._

—"Sonnet IXII", Pablo Neruda

Gordon turned toward the door of the cabin, reached for the handle...hesitated. Out of instinct or learned habit, he started coaching himself to put those mental defenses he needed for talking to Alyx up...and then stopped, realizing what he was doing. That was not only sad and tragic, it wasn't what he needed to do right now; he had to be brave, and go in there with his defenses down. He steeled himself. This time, "steeling himself" meant the opposite of what it normally did, namely, preserving his sense of vulnerability instead of eliminating it...and that took a whole new kind of bravery he was unpracticed in. Throw him in front of an army of aliens and he could deal, but get into a bed with the woman he loved, trying to apologize to her...that was harder. Willing himself not to think about it or dally, he went ahead and firmly pushed the door open.

He stepped back into the cabin, closed the door behind him. After the howling of the wind and the beating of the rain outside, the sudden silence was surprising...and it threw him a little. _Good,_ he thought, _that's what I need_. No time for walls. Bridges instead. It was funny how being stuck in the dark made a person feel more vulnerable no matter who they were or what the situation was; it explained a lot, like why people did certain things in the dark and...

_Don't go there, Gordon_, he reprimanded himself. Instead he called out, hesitantly, his voice quavering with uncertainty, "...Alyx?"

He waited. No answer. She was either asleep...or ignoring him.

_Well, serves me right_, he thought bitterly, wondering what to do now.

Well, for a start, he should get out of his HEV suit, which was now dripping onto the wooden floorboards. But first he'd need something to change into.

Swallowing to steady himself before venturing into potentially hostile territory, he poked his head past the partition between "rooms" in the cabin. As his eyes adjusted to the light, he saw Alyx in the bed, curled up in an angry ball facing away from the center of the bed. Should he say something...?

No. She had already declined to answer him, why bug her now? He held his breath and stepped into the back half of the cabin, making his way to the chest of clothing Alyx had pointed out earlier, keeping his eyes on her as long as he could. She didn't move, and he opened the drawers, rifling around for what felt in his hands like a T-shirt and some loose pants of the same material Alyx was wearing. He threw them over his elbow, gently shut the chest, and gingerly made his way back into the main living space, still unsure whether she was awake.

The fire was dying down, although Alyx's clothes were lined up in front of it, drying from the rain. The squirrel seemed to have returned to the couch and he heard no rodent-like noises, no skritching or perhaps high-pitched vocalizations, coming from the couch, or any signs of movement, so maybe the mother squirrel, unaware she had been narrowly granted a reprieve, had recovered from her indignity and gone back to her nest of babies.

_Or maybe she had enough of us when we started yelling and she took off and moved the babies somewhere more peaceful,_ Gordon mused somewhat bitterly.

Then again, it was raining like the sky had just figured out how to do it and was eagerly trying out it's new toy, and Gordon wondered if Schlomi's warning that nobody was going out tonight, and Alyx's extending that to the undead and extraterrestrial fauna, meant that the squirrel might decide that she'd brave their fighting over the storm. Heck, maybe she figured they were part of what was going on outside.

Gordon had had enough of thinking metaphorically for the night, though, and now he had to undress. With Alyx in the room that was separated from this one by only a half-wall...thing.

_Good thing she probably hates your guts right now, Freeman,_ he reminded himself. _She probably isn't in the mood to ogle you at the moment._

That made it easier to reach up to the hatch covered by the lambda-symbol plate on his HEV suit, depress it to pop it open, and switch off the power for the armor.

"Beginning shutdown sequence," it cooed at him, "shutdown at...NINETY...percent. Two minutes remaining."

Ah, two minutes, good. That meant he had a full charge still and the suit was in good shape, as was he, so it didn't need to repair itself at all or administer any anesthetic or the cocktail of chemicals that formed the healing accelerant mixture it pumped into his veins to keep him alive, so it would shut down at the fastest rate it could. He felt the pressure lift off his flesh as the tactile-assist sensors eased off of his skin and into the suit, and the vital sign monitoring stubs retract from his pulse points and base of his neck.

"Shutdown at...SIXTY...percent...

...munitions-level monitoring…OFFLINE...

...sprinting assist...OFFLINE...

...health systems monitoring...SHUTTING DOWN...

...radiation deflection...OFFLINE...

...medical assist...OFFLINE...

...shutdown at...TWENTY-FIVE...percent..."

It kept babbling at him it's progress in shutting itself down until finally the creepy little voice purred, "Thank you for using the Mark V Hazardous Environment Suit...have a nice day." This meant he could start easing the armor itself off of him, which would take another few minutes.

He didn't like this part; ever since he'd started spending so much time in this stupid suit, he'd started to feel helpless and naked without it, regardless of how many layers of regular clothing he had on instead. He could put on an undershirt, a thick flannel button-up shirt, a light coat and a hat, along with his boxers, some thick pants, and boots, and he'd still feel exposed. It made it harder to talk to people when he wasn't suited up now; as soft-spoken and laconic as he'd always been, now, approaching people without the HEV suit made it harder for him to raise his voice to a level everyone else found audible and to initiate a conversation or an interaction. This was not good, he knew, and it was not healthy...and he did not need this effect setting in now, of all times.

Slowly, more out of reluctance than being careful, he undid each of the sections of his suit and took them off in the proper sequence. The layers of plating, Kevlar, various alloys of metals, plastics, fiber optics, and nanotubing, and the occasional electronic chips or liquid-based components, all had an order they had to go on and off in, because some of them were layered on top of others. Cable locks had to be flipped, dial locks had to be twisted, and it was all semi-automatic at this point for him, so he could let his fingers busily fumble away their nervous energy on the suit's various kinds of fasteners while he gradually removed the pieces, giving himself time to piece-by-piece work himself into comfort with being without the suit.

Relative comfort, anyway. Without the suit, he was, after all, literally naked, and Alyx was, after all, right on the other side of the cabin. He hurriedly threw on the clothes he had rummaged from the chest of drawers, grateful for their cover...although it wasn't quite enough. At least they fit well; the pants were pretty roomy, but the shirt fit him perfectly. In the firelight, it appeared to be made of red T-shirt cotton, and the pants were of a rougher material with a looser weave of brown fabric, the same as Alyx's borrowed pajama bottoms. The color didn't matter, of course—these were going to be borrowed just for the night and it was dark anyway—but the fact that they were so thin, while very comfortable, made him nervous—again, strictly because he was so used to four inches of synthetic bullet-proof armor covering his body now.

Well...now, with his suit pieces laid out before the fire as well, there was nothing left to do but go into the back half of the cabin that made the bedroom and...confront Alyx.

And it was confronting her, because he was having to steel himself to do this, and she would probably fight him on this or...on something, because frankly, he had earned having her call him to the carpet on _a lot_…and because if he was honest with himself, he had never thought he could ever be scared of Alyx, but rejection was a terrifying thing, and right now he was wishing he could have the choice to instead fight a nest full of antlions to win back her regard so he could choose that instead.

But he couldn't. So he used the same strategy he used whenever he was scared to take on a platoon of Elite Combine soldiers, or to climb some rickety platform, or to crawl through gross, claustrophobia-inducing antlion grub nurseries. Gordon reminded himself what was at stake: his future with Alyx, whatever that might end up being, whatever options were left after tonight. "His future with her" didn't have to mean a romantic one, because if he wanted to have ANY kind of continued relationship with her where she talked to him and wouldn't avoid him and didn't hate him, that was the goal. And it could only come if he went ahead and did this.

_Bridges, not walls, Gordon._ He sighed.

_...Okay...here we go_.

He stood at the threshold of the divider between the rooms, peering in. She was in the same position as before, with no change. He rocked a little on the balls of his feet, wondering whether, if he stood there long enough, she'd acknowledge him...but whether she didn't notice him or was refusing to say or do anything, he wasn't sure. So...he moved gingerly into the little room.

Stepping carefully to keep the floorboards from creaking, Gordon moved toward the bed as if fearing the area around it were embedded with land mines. Of course, if Alyx woke up (assuming she was asleep), that would have more or less the same effect, so Gordon, more out of fear and nervousness than consideration, edged toward the unoccupied side of the bed. Once there, he stood there, holding himself awkwardly, wondering if she would invite him into the bed or if he should ask. How would that go? He could try constructing some elaborate speech about how sorry he was and the depths of his feelings, or pour out his guts with candor like he'd done earlier…but all that was coming to him right off the top of his head was, _Alyx, I know you're mad at me and probably don't want me anywhere near you right now, but can I please get into bed next to you? The couch is full of squirrels._

No. No, that simply would not do, not in any way or for any reason.

He ended up just wringing his hands-a habit he was finding he'd picked up from Alyx herself-then wiping them on the legs of his borrowed pants to dry the sweat off of them, and finally gritting his teeth, steeling himself, and lowering himself into a sitting position on the very tip of the edge of the bed, his back to Alyx. He let out the breath he'd been holding and turned to look at her, still curled away from him. The only response she gave was to pull the blanket more tightly around her shoulder, and he could see the angry scowl still crumpling her features in the slanted ray of dim light that danced, wind-swept, through the storm to the window, reminding Gordon of how telling scary stories around a campfire was always accompanied by a flashlight under the chin to throw the teller's face into odd shadows and unfamiliar disorientation.

She wasn't going to make this easy for him.

_And you don't deserve any more help with this, Gordon_, he berated himself_. If you hadn't been afraid and trying to make things easy, you wouldn't have botched this so badly and ended up where you are now. And she's been delicate with you for too long, to the point where it's taking from her. You better start making up the slack, Freeman. Do this. Don't do anything elaborate, don't ask for more or try anything extra, just do this. Show you're willing to try in order to keep what you've had._

He reached over to the covers, hesitated, steeled himself again, and pulled back the top of the sheets. He paused and looked at her.

No response.

He wiggled himself under the blanket and sheets, keeping as far to the edge of the bed as he could, still in a sitting position. He paused and looked at her.

No response.

He chewed his lip, could feel little beads of perspiration starting to bead out on his forehead and temples.

_Attractive, Gordon_, he congratulated himself sarcastically. All Alyx wanted, he was sure, was not only to be sharing the bed with him right now, but also to have him sweating all over it. Nothing like someone you were mad at crashing the only sleeping surface in the place, AND being smelly and gross on top of it.

He knew he was being too hard on himself out of anxiety, so, again letting out the breath he'd been holding, he made sure the pillow was laid comfortably, adjusted it a little, took one last look at Alyx...and slid down under the covers, resting his head on the pillow.

He waited again for a response, and this time he got one: she pulled the cover over her shoulder and turned away from him a little more.

That was not how he wanted this to go.

Biting back what bore a disturbing similarity to the urge to cry—which was stupid, and he was stupid and this whole situation was stupid, just stupid, stupid, stupid—Gordon resigned himself to staring at the ceiling in silence, willing himself into getting comfortable. The act of getting into bed had never been so exhausting, or required so much effort.

Well...well. He had done it. And Alyx wasn't leaping out of bed and sprinting out of the cabin, tearing away into the rain out of the desire to get away from him; she wasn't sitting up and berating him, yelling at him about how much nerve he had to come crawling in here trying to be friends again after all this, cursing him out about what a little weakling and a user he was and how knowing him was no good to anybody...she wasn't doing any of that. And that was good, actually, it actually was really good, because she was tolerating him, and that might mean she was willing to try to work on something or...something.

He didn't know, he just desperately wanted it to be morning now, so he could get to the part where all of this was leading to, some kind of an outcome, so he could know what was going to happen next, and where to go from here. But right now he had to let this stage of this weird little scenario develop and find out what it would play out into in the morning. And that meant he now had to make it through the night until then. He had to wait.

Hopefully he could sleep, and hopefully when he woke up Alyx would still be there, and if she was, hopefully she'd speak to him and goddammit this was just a nightmare and horrible, so horrible, why did this have to happen, and couldn't he just lose consciousness for now, already? Grant that small mercy, he begged the universe, the anesthetic of sleep, so he could make it to the morning and find out what would happen next with his life, his crappy little life with no room in it for anyone else because he had to save the goddamn universe, and he had to do it all by himself, even if he didn't want to.

The storm was actually picking up outside, as if before had just been the warm-up, and it was going for the coveted status of Apocalyptic without realizing the apocalypse had already happened thanks to a bunch of stupid aliens with cyborg technology. The wind had whipped up into a crescendo of howling, blowing what sounded like bucketfuls of rain on the cabin's roof in gusts that outpaced the normal rhythm of the sheets of water pounding down on them; Gordon was surprised the little cabin was holding up so well, with no leaks or flooding or parts of the roof being blown off. Not that he was aware of just yet, anyway.

The thunder and lightning, too, had picked up in frequency and intensity, although despite the fact that the loud rumbling was getting sharper and more sonorous, it didn't seem to be on top of them just yet. Gordon tried the old trick of counting the seconds between the flash and the boom: One...two...three...four...five...six...seven...eight...nine...ten...elev—BOOM! So the center of the storm was a little over two miles away from them, or at least that particular bolt of lightning had been. With the wind the way it was, Gordon was sure the gale was traveling fast, and would be bearing down on them at full blast very soon. Hopefully the wooden beams and roof of the house they were in would continue their presumed impenetrability. The structure appeared to have been around since before the Combine, maybe even since the Soviet times in this area, so hopefully that was an indicator of it's durability. With all that had already gone on during this mission, he didn't want to wake up to a gaping hole in the roof pouring the sky onto them.

He lay there listening to the storm, it's wildness enthralling and yet stilling his mind with the relatively predictable _shhhhhh_ of raindrops falling on the roof. Weird how, no matter what, rainstorms always seemed soothing, even when they were legitimately dangerous ones. It was perfect, the way the mood of the storm and it's inherent nature blended to complement and ease Gordon's state of mind.

He really should try to get to sleep, though. He was still on his back, staring miserably at the ceiling, and now, with one last look at Alyx, who remained steadfastly immobile and inscrutable in the same scrunched-up position, he sighed and turned over onto his side, facing away from her towards the edge of the bed.

When he did this, he realized how very close to falling off of it he was, and despite wanting to give Alyx her space, he knew he was going to roll off the bed if he stayed like this...if he did manage to fall asleep despite it. He'd have to move closer to the center of the bed.

That was something he did not want to do, and the reasons weren't all selfish or based around self-preservation; he felt like he was imposing by getting into the bed at this point, and like Alyx shouldn't have to put up with more of his presence than she had to for the rest of the night. Nevertheless, he was never going to fall asleep this way, and a sleep-deprived Gordon made for good swiss cheese at the hands of Combine soldiers if he went out like that tomorrow.

Because regardless of how he and Alyx got along in the morning, they still had to deal with the stupid bunker that probably needed to be flushed of holdouts before the Rebels could claim it for the territory and supplies, and knowing his luck, what was supposed to be, at worst, a little skirmish was probably going to get a lot more complicated before the task was accomplished. Gordon was thinking something along the lines of a dropship or two and, if those were going to be there, they'd surely be joined by at least a troop of Hunters and probably some other kind of horrific reinforcements. This wasn't tactical knowledge, it was just Gordon's luck, which was heavily susceptible to Murphy's Law; and while Gordon normally would have felt the nervous queasiness and tingling in his stomach that came with anticipation of danger like this, and tried to plan for what he could to circumvent or subvert it, tonight he just didn't really care, to be perfectly honest. His survival instinct was currently taking a backseat to his bruised and exhausted state of mind, and was reduced to a rational knowledge that if he didn't sleep now, he'd be running on fumes in the morning during what was likely to turn into a full-fledged battle.

Well, that was an exciting thought. So he better go to sleep, and that meant he better move farther in from the edge of the bed. Toward Alyx. Whom he hoped didn't think he was being pushy or an imposition or making a move on her, because the Combine wouldn't have anything left to shoot full of holes in the morning if that happened.

_She won't think you're making a move on her, idiot_, he scolded himself. That was just his hyper-conscious insecurity inserting new and exciting little ways to taunt him into the jumble that was his mind right now. He made up his mind to scoot closer to the center of the bed, and turned to look at Alyx, making sure his way was clear.

She remained unmoved, although if anything, he wondered if it was possible that a hunched-up body under bedsheets could convey anything about it's owner's mood, because unless he was imagining it-or hoping it-Alyx's curled up ball of defensiveness was less taut now, less angry...somehow more...forlorn?

_You're imagining it, Gordon,_ he told himself. _You're looking at her from this weird angle, and you want any sign you can get that she doesn't want to punch you and throw you out into the weather right now. She's probably asleep already, anyway. Besides, whoever heard of the vast range and spectrum of emotions conveyed by a person sleeping in the fetal position?_ He gingerly allowed himself to venture into the unoccupied territory between them by a few inches.

He tried to get comfortable and found himself assuming a position similar to Alyx's. He pulled the blankets tightly around him, scowling miserably, and tried to clear his mind in order to fall asleep. His mind began to wander as it drifted meanderingly toward sleep, when BAM! A bolt of lightning hit closer than he'd heard previously, it's crackle more pronounced and not so softened around the edges into the roll of more distant strikes.

Having jolted his eyes open from the surprise, he grumbled a little in his throat and tried to get comfortable again. He took one last look at Alyx before preparing to try again to drift off...

She was closer this time. She was definitely closer to him on the bed.

Had he started from the bang of the thunder and landed closer to her, or gotten closer while trying to get comfortable again? Or maybe she had done one of those two things. Either way, they were definitely closer now, although Alyx was still curled fiercely away from him, if possible, even more more tightly than before, and holding herself that way, taut, like she was riding something out. It reminded Gordon of when he'd previously had bad stomach aches, his body wracked with muscle cramps that gripped his innards tightly and made him desperately wish for some kind of surcease. Did she have some kind of stomach ache, or had the storm maybe triggered a headache? Maybe he should ask...

...But that was rather...scary...at the moment. It seemed rather inane, given the circumstances, to ask Alyx if she had a headache just now, and nerves overcame him anyway, and so he stayed silent.

He held himself tightly too, now, as he tried again to fall asleep—more out of misery than anything else. What he wouldn't give for this rain to let up, at least a little, because at this point it just seemed so _loud_. Maybe that was just because he was focusing on it, or maybe, conversely, because he was trying to tune it out, like how a blister always felt more noticeable the more one tried to keep hiking despite it—it was filling his head so he could think of nothing else.

He glanced again at Alyx. She was still curled up so tightly it made him think that holding that position had to be uncomfortable. Maybe he should say something—

And then the lightning hit again, not as sharply as before, but with a gentle flash of light that was nonetheless enough to illuminate Alyx as he happened to be watching her. So he could see her wince as the light flashed, hold it, and then, after the thunder eased away a few seconds later, gently try, with deliberate motions of her muscles, to slacken them. Then, in what he thought of as a characteristic gesture, she slowly, firmly, straightened herself out so she was in the position she'd started in again.

Gordon felt a little cracking feeling in his chest as his heart thudded with concern. Alyx didn't like the thunder either. It was keeping her awake as well, but she was determined, in true Alyx Vance fashion, not to let it get to her.

Why did she not turn around and acknowledge him watching her? Because he was sure, at this point, that she could feel his gaze on her, the movement or pressure on the mattress altered with his head turned toward her like this. Was she giving him the cold shoulder, staunchly and pointedly ignoring him so he'd get the clue? Maybe she was just trying to get to sleep herself? Did she too feel awkward about the situation, and was also afraid to say anything to break the silence? Or, he thought, considering tonight's events, maybe she was refusing to let her pride be lowered enough to acknowledge that they were in the same boat in being unable to sleep.

But as he kept watching her, he felt like he had just viciously robbed her of credit earned and due, or slandered her character in a brazen attack, because in another second or two, her stance had gone back to seeming somehow, inarticulably—but distinctly—forlorn, abandoned and hurt, with a look of trying to nurse one's own emotional wounds.

The cracking feeling in his chest widened into what felt like a yawning gap as he realized the obvious, forgotten in his emotional jumble; that she, too, was hurt, her feelings raw and aching as they tried to soothe themselves as well, but she was determinedly trying not to show it to him. Because he'd caused the hurt. She was mad at him and hurt by him and protecting herself from further hurt all at once, and it was because of Gordon and he felt crushed and ugly and broken and despicable as he realized it. At the same time he felt the urge to comfort as if the hurt had been caused by another, his instinctive reaction to Alyx's—his friend, his object of adoration, his other half, his complicated whatever-she-was-to-him—someone he cared about, but of all those people, this one more than any other's, hurt. She mattered to him more than most things in his life, and it mattered to him that she felt hurt, and it mattered that he had done that to her, and it mattered, right now, in this tiny little room in someone else long gone's bed, that he should fix it, needed and wanted to.

He opened his mouth, trying to gather the nerve to coax out words to soothe or inquire—maybe just calling her name would start things off well enough—but another peal of thunder rumbled and he lost his nerve. He thought. Then he lay back down on the bed where he'd been, still facing away from her...and, after a few moments where he calculated whether he was waiting long enough, he scooted himself closer to her, back still facing hers, so that their outwardly-curved torsos touched. Then he stayed there, just letting his back rest against hers, the touch prolonging, testing, feeling out the waters with little to no harm done in the process.

Gordon knew this wasn't terribly suave, but it felt very daring, coming into her space and crossing over into her half of the bed. His body was now at the halfway line, meaning about on top of it, if one had actually drawn a line down the bed, so he wasn't intruding too much into her space and she could still move away if she wanted to.

She didn't. She didn't move.

She stayed there, letting him press his back against hers in this weird little litmus test of the mood in the room. Maybe she was recalling that she'd tried this little dance once or twice herself, but with sitting next to or across from him and letting their knees touch. The first time she'd tried it, under the mess hall table at White Hall while they'd been eating a meal, Gordon had held his knee there for a few moments and then panicked, realizing that he was feeding the attraction between them and that, as much as he might want to do that, he shouldn't, and so he'd found a way to nonchalantly move his leg away from hers.

The second time (the fact that there had been a second time was a testament to the fact that Alyx was braver than him), Gordon had been unable to resist letting their knees stay that way, until the truck they were riding in the cargo hold of hit a massive crater in the road, requiring the driver who was smuggling them in the truck to get out and alert them that he now needed their help to get the truck moving again. The drama of the firefight that inevitably followed when some Combine soldiers came along to pick them off while they were sitting ducks made the incident take a low priority in their minds afterwards, but Gordon hoped it was clear that he'd been holding still until they'd both been violently jarred by the truck hitting the crater.

Now he waited to see what Alyx would do, if anything. Holding himself very, very still, he listened. The seconds ticked by, ten, thirty, then probably close to a minute. She wasn't turning around and beating him to a bloody pulp, and she wasn't moving away or even telling him to get lost, Freeman. She also wasn't saying anything else, or moving to get more comfortable like this, or leaning into the weird little not-embrace either. He didn't know how to read this, and it was maddening, to the point where he was getting a jittery feeling in his stomach and started to sweat on his temples with the uncertainty that was now starting to set in.

The rain continued to lash against the roof and walls of the cabin, occasional gusts ebbing the continuity of the _shhhhhh_ of the water falling, like waves on a shore coming in and out with a tide. Thunder rumbled again, more gently this time, and then another flash lit up the surrounding area outside the cabin. Bracing for the crash, Gordon noted that Alyx did as well, but a few seconds after he did, as if distracted. The boom that followed the flash was loud, but not as loud as the previous ones, and Gordon eased himself back into a comfortable state. The storm continued and Alyx showed no signs of acknowledging their current positions, and Gordon decided to try to see if he could fall asleep this way.

She wasn't moving away, after all. But again, like when he had first gotten into the bed, was she okay with this, or just tolerating him? Actually, when he thought about it that way, he was being ridiculously forward about this. Not only had he climbed into the bed, now he was also getting into her space in a very deliberate manner. That sounded, now that he thought about it, rather pushy; she probably just wanted to sleep and recover from the whole night's ordeal, and here he was pushing himself on her in this weird little non-committal way that was sure to just be a reinforcement of his previous behavior to her. _God, Freeman, you are an idiot_, he lamented introspectively. _Way to be a stunning paragon of healthy communication. No wonder just not talking seems to keep people happiest with you. You've got the seductive powers of a clingy bar-hopper with a case of mono._

Well, then again, she was letting him stay this way, he answered himself. What if she was okay with this and they'd just wake up in the morning with the acknowledgment that they'd managed to pull off the weird leg-touching strategy through the night, but in a bed and with their backs instead of their knees touching? That conveyed the point well enough, and made it clear that they wanted to stay on SOME kind of good terms and in the morning they could sort it out when they were both feeling more—Gordon stopped right there, because this was sounding stupid even before he was finished thinking it.

In any case, it would be a bad idea to try to push this any further, that much was a definite, so maybe he should just keep like this and let them both fall asleep or just let the ball stay in Alyx's court and have her do with it whatever she wanted to.

That seemed reasonable, but while he'd been thinking all this for the past few minutes, she still hadn't done anything, hadn't said a word or moved or even sighed in any way that could give him something to interpret as annoyance or weariness or just wanting to fall asleep, and so it was getting very difficult for Gordon's self-conscious mind not to run away with itself. The sweat on his temples hadn't gone away, and he was now, despite his just-made decision that it was an okay idea to stay like this, debating with himself whether he should in fact move away from her, take her unmoved position and staunch silence as rejection of his offer to extend the olive branch—or rather, his plea for clemency.

As he was chewing this over, just about to make up his mind to edge away and retreat back to his side of the bed, she let out what wasn't exactly a sigh, but more like a slow, deliberate exhalation of breath from her mouth. Then, before Gordon could start properly analyzing this behavior, she turned around. Turned around onto her other side, facing him, but a few inches removed from him, so there was some significant space between them. And he felt her hand come to rest, tremulously, timidly, on his arm.

It was a half-resting, half-hovering gesture, and she seemed to keep being about to pull her hand away again...as if she, too, were questioning herself on whether to try to keep up this non-verbal expression of a peace offering.

Alyx was unsure of herself. She was so much braver than he was, especially when it came to this kind of thing, and yet she, who could have her pick of men and could easily, if she so chose, make them jump through hoops for her, and have them do so gladly to win her over, and who nevertheless wanted nerdy, insecure, clumsy and awkward, inglorious little Gordon...somebody who was all this, and who had been to him so many things he'd needed and things he'd never dreamed of, was afraid of extending herself anymore towards him...but trying anyway.

Gordon was tired of holding himself back from her, the effort far too wearying for far too long. He was sick of hurting her, so very sick of being that terrible, hunk-of-choking-vegetable-soup thing, just her friend, who was no good at being that thing properly anyway. He was weary of hating himself for stringing her along when it was the very last thing he wanted to do.

And he was going to be damned straight to the fires of Hell if he was going to stand to the side while she reached out to him to save her from this unbearable limbo, or if he was going to deny her any longer.

In a single quick movement that came from finally yielding to a need that had ached for so long, Gordon flipped over and scooped her up in his arms, holding her tight.

Alyx gasped with surprise...

...and then wrapped her arms around him and clung back tightly, squeezing him for all she was worth.

"I'm sorry, Alyx...I'm so sorry," he whispered fervently. She made a sound that was almost a sob, but more a sigh. "I don't want you to ever think I don't care...I've never cared about anyone so much."

She made an effort to speak, but the words were barely coming out through the clenching that seemed to be overwhelming her throat.

"...Okay...okay..."

But he said it one more time, because he needed to: "I'm sorry...I'm so sorry..."

She took his nearest hand in hers, pressed it to her mouth without puckering it in a half-kiss, and then moved it to cradle her own face, still cupping his hand in hers. The motion very nearly undid him, and he buried his face in her hair, the same half-kissing motion coming from him, before he moved her other hand to his mouth with his free hand, repeating the gesture.

They clung to each other like that, tightly, Gordon cradling her and breathing in the scent of her hair as the rain lashed and the thunder rumbled, all of it now unheard by the occupants of the tiny dwelling. The fact that it was storming out failed to matter at the moment; anything happening outside of the cabin, in fact, anything outside of the bed, had ceased to register any significance for the two people tightly wrapped up in each other's arms. Alyx's emotional breathing—she wasn't crying, because he would feel her tears on his chest through the shirt if she were, but she was emotional nonetheless—slowed and returned to a normal rhythm as they both slowly got used to this thing they had both craved for so long, this simple type of physical contact that was so far beyond anything they had had until now. Apart from the odd hug, rarely given and quickly ended out of awkwardness, they sometimes had reason to dress each other's basic wounds—a hand clamping firmly on a leg as stitches were administered or a solid grip on an armor-padded shoulder as adrenaline was injected—but nothing remotely romantic, and theirs was the coldness of warmth repressed fiercely, like an addict going cold turkey with the knowledge that one small taste of his poison could trigger a binge and lead to catastrophe. Gordon had been desperate to touch her, to cradle her face in his hand, to take her in his arms, to caress tenderly or fondle playfully—but had withheld the way an ascetic denies himself of the idol he worships, and had grown so used to this Spartan way with himself that he now felt like a traveler who has rationed his food in the wilderness reaching his destination and being met by a table laden with exotic delicacies he had never dreamed of, and allowed to revel in the abundance of that which he had never known he craved.

And so he savored it, his left arm wrapping under her and up to her shoulder, tightly pulling her into him while the other strayed from her hand down her arm, and then to her back, stroking in timid movements of the fingertips in what he hoped was a soothing way. He desperately wanted to explore, but kept a careful leash on himself so his hands wouldn't get the better of him and squeeze instead of caress or wander into places more...interesting...than they should be in. Because he was sure that would progress quickly, and, while he was no longer so inclined to think that Alyx wouldn't stop him, he also wasn't certain enough that she _would_...and that couldn't be reversed.

She seemed content enough, though, with what was going on, and was holding very still, almost floating with limp immobility in his arms in a way that made him wonder what she was thinking or feeling. Discomfort? No, he felt certain she would tell him if that were the case. Bliss? He hoped so. He was sure she wasn't falling asleep yet, because the way she breathed seemed somehow deliberate, and he wondered—fantasized, maybe—whether she too was savoring this the way he was.

He got some confirmation of this when, her hand now free from his, she lightly, almost shyly—if Alyx could be shy, that is—caressed his chest through the shirt with her fingertips, in a half gentle scratching, half exploring, circular motion. She followed this, after about half a minute, by laying the hand, palm open, on his sternum, and then, over the course of the next few minutes, tightening it into a fist gripping his shirt. This motion wasn't scared or desperate, it wasn't that tight a grip; but her arm around him had tightened, and her head was leaning into him more deliberately, and her breathing had picked up again somewhat. She wasn't crying, and her breathing wasn't the hitched kind like before, but Gordon wondered what she could be thinking to be clinging to him thus. Not that he was going to complain, of course...but he wanted to know her better in any way he could, certain that everything he learned about her could never be enough, and it always frustrated him when he couldn't read her.

He got his answer, though, in the next minute, when, through the howl of the wind, Alyx broke the otherwise silence to whisper, "What happens in the morning?"

This utterance wasn't timid—it was in Alyx's everyday, conversational level of firmness, her direct, unafraid confrontation of reality in seeking the truth, something he had learned to be characteristic of her, and yet another thing that made her so much braver than him. And he was at a loss as to how to answer it.

He held his breath without thinking about it, and then realized he was doing so as he chewed over how, how on Earth he could possibly answer truthfully, or lie kindly, or just...say...anything, anything at all. Because his plan had fumbled now, this hadn't been part of it at all; he had been supposed to get into the bed with her and just lie there, no touching, hopefully no talking, and definitely no...whatever this was (his mind was shying away from words like "cuddle" or "snuggle", and he knew you couldn't speak the phrase "desperately clinging" without feeling and sounding like an utter imbecile). He opened his mouth, trying again to make words come out, and again, to no avail.

Her hand tightened somewhat on his shirt; he realized she was holding her breath too, and was now prodding for an answer. Or was she trying to deny to herself what experience already let her know? He tightened his grip on her, his arms squeezing because he couldn't articulate anything, but fiercely, intensely not wanting to lose her; after how many times he'd thought he was going to do so tonight, and made one of his trademark miraculous escapes, he saw no way of getting away from this without leaving Alyx devastated, without her at the very, very least, blocking him out now, putting up walls against him that would make his seem like a suburbanite's chain-link fence.

"I..." He tried vainly to force words out of himself, and Alyx gripped his shirt tighter. His throat was clenching up again with the difficulty of this and no, that wasn't the right response, or a useful one and dammit, why couldn't he stop doing this tonight?

Alyx heard, or felt, or sensed-maybe she just knew him well enough by now that body signals were irrelevant, extraneous information, or maybe they had some kind of wonky New Age "connection" of some sort; maybe it wasn't a New Age kind of connection at all but something else, or maybe his body really did give him away or something-but Alyx sighed, whispering for the umpteenth time tonight a resigned, "Okay..."

And no it wasn't, it wasn't okay, there was no way this was okay to her or to him for that matter, and why did she—

He had been spluttering, mouthing wordlessly trying to make something come out, and she moved her hand from his chest to his lips, two fingers pressing lightly against his mouth as she shushed him soothingly, the way one might shush a child trying to tearfully explain why they'd done something wrong. And _that_ was all wrong, because he was the one who was being horrible, absolutely wretched and disgusting and worthy of rejection of all sorts, so why was she comforting him? Did she not understand that he was being terrible to her, and not stopping being terrible, and that it didn't matter if he whined and sniveled about it like a kindergardener because he was still doing it anyway?

"Alyx, I'm sorry, I just—

"Shhhh..." she shushed again, interrupting his pleading. Her fingers were still lightly resting against his lips, and now he let out a miserable, somewhat watery sigh as he tried desperately not to devolve into singer-songwriter-land again. Like the miserable loser he was.

"Listen, we have tonight, right?"

"Yeah, and I just..."

"Shhhh..." The fingers pressed gently against his mouth. "Then we have tonight."

He didn't understand her...and then he did. How very Alyx of her. Her outlook on the chaos that was life after the Combine invasion was what had first drawn him to her, her seize-every-day, don't-just-exist-but-live approach to the world. And here it was, showcased in full, even as he denied her yet again. He hugged her to him and fiercely kissed her head, and she took his hand in hers once more and repeated the gesture from earlier, this time with a more distinct kiss and a more distinct pressing of his hand against her cheek. He didn't deserve her. But she wanted to give, and it was her choice. And if it was what she wanted, and he had to deny her other things...he wanted to deny her as little as possible.

Still clutching her tightly, her hand still holding his to her face, they lapsed into silence, allowing themselves to enjoy this because it was all they could ever have. The storm seemed to have reached it's peak and was sustaining it now, with rain still lashing the sides of the cabin in noisy sheets and the howling of the wind making an almost animal-like sound in a nearby tree or maybe some structure off to the side of the cabin. It still thundered darkly, sharply, no summertime garden-variety thundershower, but a vicious storm that seemed hell-bent on pressing down on them as if to scare them out of the cabin and into it's waiting maw.

And inside, Gordon and Alyx weathered the storm, occasionally tuning their hearing in to listen to the sound of the rain, or squeezing each other's hands tighter when a flash of lightning lit up the night, but otherwise barely noticing the gale outside their small haven.

Eventually, Alyx's hand slipped from pressing his to her face and settled back on his chest, her hand cupped slightly over his clavicle as she eased into the comfort that would be required to sleep. This left Gordon's hand free to gently traverse her back or brush locks of hair with his fingertips, and she began to sink back into that earlier blissful state, a contented sigh here, a burrowing motion into his chest there. He was glad he could make her happy; after all he was demanding of her, and the explicit reminder that tonight was a temporary state of events, he wanted to give her something she wanted. Of course this was far from self-sacrifice on his end, but...

Actually, he now remembered his own thoughts outside in the storm earlier. _This night will hurt you like never before_...his mind pulsed a gently-glowing warning not to get too enthralled with this, because it would cost him in having to push it away, to disregard and purposely forget, or rather repress in a whole new way. But repressing things one wants to do and repressing things done are two totally different beasts, and this burden would be not so much like the heavy load the denying his wants had been, but more like a slow bleeding through a raw, messy wound over time. Having to push away this memory would hurt so much more...

...and so he pushed away the knowledge that this would eventually have to come for the night, not so much practicing on himself but fighting fire with fire in his mind.

That act of self-coaching done, he allowed himself to drift into the utter ecstasy this was bringing him. His mind glowed, wordlessly, with a soft light of peaceful contentedness, and Alyx leaned her head against him, and the storm raged, but despite the night's events, despite that this was temporary and would have to be forgotten in the morning, Gordon could never remember having felt such blissful serenity before. He had never been able to do this with a lover before; his previous grand total of two encounters in beds with women hadn't been so much tender as they'd been unrequited attempts at engaging with the women on some significant level, which had evidently been lost in translation. Alyx, though, was like no one he'd ever met and he felt things for her he'd assumed people didn't feel in real life, only in movies or books or sappy songs. He had never gotten those things before, never understood them on an emotional, rather than analytical, level, but now he was thinking of that one song, what was it...he had thought it unbearably insipid back before all this had happened...

And then it came to him. That song from that movie, the one about the asteroid...Armageddon, that was it. And the song was by Aerosmith and had gotten way too much radio play when it came out. His mother had fallen in love with the movie and ran out and purchased the VHS—the Freemans didn't have a DVD player at that point—and one Christmas while he'd been home on break, she'd made he and his father sit through the stupid thing while she oohed and ahhed and teared up at the stupid portrayals of relationships that played out when the Earth was threatened by giant space objects. Gordon had spent pretty much all of his childhood learning that people really, really didn't like it when you pointed out the scientific inaccuracies in the movies or TV shows they were watching, and he had had to bite back laughter at some points of the movie to accommodate this tendency in people, meaning that the only thing he could pay attention to in the film without carefully glazing his eyes over was the interpersonal stuff.

Which of course had also been stupid. And was tied into the song that got endless radio play regardless of not being a good song and also being surely an exaggeration of the feelings people had while lying in bed with their loved one asleep.

Or so he had thought, until tonight. Now, though, he was kind of getting it; not wanting to go to sleep because it meant he couldn't fully experience this in the meantime. He knew he needed to sleep, though, his previous argument to himself about having to ambush Combine soldiers tomorrow coming back in the always-responsible young doctor's mind. He told the responsible voice to shut up, though, which was something he only did maybe every few years or so, and, stunned into silence, it retreated and let him try to keep himself awake while Alyx was here next to him like this.

She was dozing now, peacefully dreaming in his arms. Odd, how that felt like a gesture of trust. She was snuggled in close to him, didn't pull away even though she was now unconscious, nestled into him, even more, now; trusting, knowing he'd look out for her while she slept.

That was what the gesture seemed to imply, anyway, intentional or not...she probably wasn't thinking about it as hard as him. Few people did, few people picked apart little things like this, dissected and studied the working parts of every little thing. It had been an asset to him as a child—people were always enamored with curious, wondering children, and childhood was a time to learn and seek for information anyway—but in adulthood, it was a hindrance, a burden. A mind like his couldn't _not_ analyze, inquire, examine from every angle—and when it turned in on itself, it was a cruelty. Like an animal that grooms it's peers turning on itself in the absence of a companion and picking itself raw. And when one had had the experiences Gordon had, had lived the things he had, done the things he'd done, had the expectations on him he did, and was constantly reminded of it...it was a form of self-torture, one that he couldn't stop.

So instead of redirecting it or silencing it, he'd just distracted himself. Stay focused on the task at hand, focus or you'll fall off these barrels you're standing on into this radioactive goo, can't think during a firefight, have to be vigilant while walking down corridors, always enemies lurking nearby, waiting to surprise, had to be aware, use the environment, draw in information, analyze, observe, infer...The instinct had been turned outward again, because if he turned it inward at all, his mind would shred itself to pieces like a napkin clenched between nervous hands. He had been deliberately avoiding turning his gaze inward, until he numbed and callused over.

And then Alyx...

...Alyx had come. And talked to him, and asked him things, conversed instead of just talking at, smiled, laughed, appreciated...

...and it was delightful—unexpected and rejuvenating, that someone could be so _alive_ in the midst of what they had all gone through. And she was coaxing the life out of him again as well. Tenuous at first, unsure of itself, did it still remember how to…? But it did, he did, and his dormant wonder at all things was coming out of hibernation. It was doing so slowly, carefully, unused muscles stiff from disuse and needing practice to remember...but he was slowly losing the calluses on his mind, slowly letting himself feel, hope, _live_.

He realized that now, that that was how he thought of her: alive. It was why, when she had nearly died in the mines, he had been so frantic, so disoriented in being alone again, so...lost. He had been letting his mind's reawakening, bleary-and-blinking eye focus only on her, through her, letting her guide it and hold it's hand...and when she wasn't there, when her _aliveness_ was threatened, he was like an invalid learning to walk again, but not ready to stand alone just yet. He had faltered, wobbled on baby legs, wildly grasping around for a hold...and fortunately, she'd come back and caught him. What was it the Vortigaunts had said about weaving his life with hers? He didn't know; he'd never had even an inkling of what they meant, and he'd been scared and distracted at the time. But whatever it was, the little bit of life he'd been able to give her to link her, ground her, he knew he was just giving back. A candle giving back to the campfire that started it, helping it back to roaring strength, from the same flame the candle had been given by it. Maybe that was how this concept—aliveness—worked. Not like water—a set, definite amount that flowed until it dried or petered out—but a flame that could share and not diminish itself. Whatever it was, Alyx had done that for him, was doing it still, because he knew he was still flickering, struggling against a wind and cupping his little flame in his hands close to him to build it back up.

And so he did the same thing with her right now, holding her close, basking in her glow, her warmth, her aliveness. Her body heaved up and down slowly, a steady and slow rhythm of her breath leaving and entering her lungs, over and over, a body in perpetual motion with it's aliveness. Her nose gently dappled her exhalations against the skin of his neck, gently, delicately insisting his notice of it and of her vitality. _Yes, I know, I see, don't worry, I feel you...keep showing me._

Against a raging storm, with water and wind drenching all around, inside a little cabin, a tiny flame held steady against the night.
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_BUSY old fool, unruly Sun, _

_Why dost thou thus,_

_Through windows, and through curtains, call on us? _

_Must to thy motions lovers' seasons run? _

_Saucy pedantic wretch, go chide _

_Late school-boys and sour prentices, _

_Go tell court-huntsmen that the king will ride, _

_Call country ants to harvest offices;_

_Love, all alike, no season knows nor clime, _

_Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of time. _

_Thy beams so reverend, and strong _

_Why shouldst thou think? _

_I could eclipse and cloud them with a wink, _

_But that I would not lose her sight so long. _

_If her eyes have not blinded thine, _

_Look, and to-morrow late tell me, _

_Whether both th' Indias of spice and mine _

_Be where thou left'st them, or lie here with me. _

_Ask for those kings whom thou saw'st yesterday, _

_And thou shalt hear, "All here in one bed lay." _

_She's all states, and all princes I;_

_Nothing else is; _

_Princes do but play us; compared to this, _

_All honour's mimic, all wealth alchemy. _

_Thou, Sun, art half as happy as we, _

_In that the world's contracted thus; _

_Thine age asks ease, and since thy duties be _

_To warm the world, that's done in warming us. _

_Shine here to us, and thou art everywhere; _

_This bed thy center is, these walls thy sphere._

-"The Sun Rising", John Donne.

Alyx knew she should stay mad at Gordon. And her pride wanted her to. The rest of her didn't, though.

This was the problem Gordon presented her with; Alyx was fiercely protective of her self-respect, and it all went out the window where Gordon was concerned. The problem wasn't in any way Gordon treated her, really, not at all; it was her own willingness to throw herself after him that disturbed her. He didn't have to string her along, she just was happy to be strung, to not give up on him when she should have long ago, and she knew it, and it bothered her.

Part of the problem was that she knew Gordon didn't have any intentions of using her or throwing her under the bus in any way; from the time she had met him, she had had an almost instant, deep-seated conviction that the supposed savior they had all waited for, and who had finally returned, in the flesh, unfamiliar with the situation, out of his element, and with a tendency towards self-martyrdom for the sake of others, would never ask her to risk herself or manipulate her for his own ends-those regarding to the war or to the emotional needs and whims every flesh-and-blood human being has.

Truth be told, she had always thought the whole waiting-for-a-messiah thing people had built up around her father's old co-worker was way too superstitious and just outright silly for anyone, especially someone with any degree of scientific thinking, to buy into. She had always figured he was just a really good fighter or had some kind of special training or knowledge or connections that would give them an advantage and turn the tides of the war in their favor. They had quickly hit it off once they'd finally met, and all her previous guesses about what he'd be like or his significance to the war or to the people she knew were quickly and entirely discarded, completely forgotten in a happy fascination of making a new friend and ally, one who she very quickly started to admire deeply, in numerous ways. Admiration had turned into a smoldering feeling in her chest when she watched him in action and an unfamiliar, irresistible urge to giggle when he made one of his trademark klutzy moves, and there had barely been any phase of infatuation before she had progressed to something…more.

And this was part of what disturbed her. She had quickly given her heart over completely to this man, one who she had full trust in and who had proven, even bolstered, her faith in him with his actions, but one who, regardless, could still hurt her, inadvertently or otherwise, in all the same ways any other object of infatuation might.

She just had a bigger investment in him, both in terms of the weight of her feelings for him, and the complicated mishmash of drama that was brought about by his role in the Resistance, and that made the speed and depth of her attachment to him something she should be pacing herself with. And yet…

And yet. That was the thing. 'And yet'. Gordon wasn't a crush in the same way others had been; with others, she had been able to pull herself back when she felt she was getting in over her head or was slighted; other guys hadn't inspired this weird, almost monomaniacal devotion in her that she was sure put her in a position of vulnerability to Gordon. She knew he'd never dream of taking advantage of it, and paradoxically, that was part of what evoked it in her. She knew full well, unlike most of the scientists she had grown up surrounded by, that human thought and feeling were not logical, rational things, and didn't have to be, and shouldn't be faulted for not being so; but damn it all, why did this particular...crush, or whatever...make her feel so ridiculously chaotic and so unlike her familiar self?

And it was all her own damn fault, too, and that was part of the frustration for her. She knew she should give up on Gordon, and if she had had her way, she probably would have long ago, but something, call it her heart or irrationality or masochism, what have you, didn't_ want _to stop caring so deeply for Gordon, or maybe simply couldn't. Alyx was not one of those people who would neurotically blame someone for her attraction to them-that was always maladjustment, and she was too good at understanding emotions and holding herself accountable for that-she simply could not command herself to stop craving Gordon's rare smiles, seemingly only doled out to her, or wanting to know everything she could about him, or hold back the need to comfort his insecurities or reassure his frustrations at his own failures.

With other guys, she'd been able to cut herself off, brutally sever an emotional tie for the sake of her own emotional well-being, and of course at times it had been hard-she was no stranger to nursing a heartbreak that lingered for weeks of malaise and had to be chased away with constant steeling of oneself just to get through a daily routine without crying—although at other times she had been happy to wipe her hands clean of a former object of worship, girding herself with anger and righteous indignation at blows to her ego or some discovered misbehavior that revealed her crush to be less than what she had expected. All that had been normal for her, the standard ups and downs of having a human heart. This was in a completely different ballpark, though; all her previous understanding of people and relationships and herself was for naught, it seemed, because it either wouldn't allow itself to be applied or was somehow not relevant. She both wanted to quit him and desperately didn't, so she needed some response from him to give her something to react to.

It was part of why she had opened the argument they'd ended up having tonight the way she had: "Just tell me you aren't interested in me". She hadn't been challenging him, she'd been asking him to do exactly that, trying to get him to release her from this weird, exhausting emotional limbo that, when it didn't hurt so badly, was instead so thrilling and captivating she'd fight tooth and nail to protect it. And he had declined to do so for her. He wouldn't put her out of her misery, but he wouldn't give her what she wanted either. Instead of giving her a clear-cut decision, a straight yes-or-no rejection or reciprocation of her feelings, or even laying down conditions or asking her to qualify herself like her lovesick self wanted to, he'd been tantalizingly unclear, and refused to give her an explanation as to why. Naturally, she'd been angry.

And she had every right to be. She had been almost waiting for this anger, the chance to lash out in order to protect herself, because if he wouldn't save her from embarrassing herself, and she couldn't do it on her own, maybe his stoking the fires of her own frustration at herself would finally unleash her instinct for self-preservation.

So why was she now finding it so hard to stay mad at him, like she probably needed to be? She was too honest with herself to call it exhaustion of her emotions, and too wise to the way feelings worked to try to fight vainly to maintain it regardless. Maybe he had shown her just what she needed to see by climbing into the bed the way he had: timidly but determined, acknowledging that he'd wronged her and tacitly but loudly begging to have her back; maybe just that, having him acknowledge that he'd hurt her and be genuinely sorry for it, was all she had really needed.

They were lying facing each other now, her left arm around him and the right resting against his chest, her cheek pressed against it as well, while his cheek rested against the top of her head and he wrapped his arms around her in an embrace that was tight with emotion, and hadn't yet slackened at all in the time they'd been lying here, as though his arms weren't tiring in the least. Gordon wasn't strong and muscley the way a woman's perfect man was supposed to be-he had gotten somewhat wiry over the past few months, but mostly he was still stringy and very much looked the part of a nerd-but that was part of what made made him perfect to her; the realism of his body. He didn't envelop her in a rock-hard, masculine embrace of tree-trunk biceps; his arms were gaining muscle but still had the softness of flesh unused to hard labor. The _way_ he held her, though, was sublime; he had wrapped his arms around her as completely as he could, as if trying to cover her body up with his own, or to pull her into him, or just completely meld himself to her and not have to part again. It was overwhelmingly unguarded and candid, and better than she could have hoped for. How strange, she mused, that he could convey so much with the physical sensation of touch...did everyone do this, and she'd only realized it when someone who was very good at it drew her attention to it? Or was Gordon perhaps better at it than everyone else because he was less expressive in other, more traditional ways? Other people weren't so buttoned-up with their words and expressions, but had no sense of nuance when it came to a gaze or a touch-maybe he did the former to compensate for the latter. Or maybe he was just unique and wonderful and begging to be learned all about-Alyx preferred this explanation, herself.

Alyx was used to her body being treated without any kind of reverence or respect. Hers had been punctured by bullets, torn by manhacks, punched, slashed by zombies, taken falls from varying heights, been shocked and thrown by explosions, had it's bones snapped in two—repeatedly—and had bones set, IVs full of chemicals injected into it, and been sutured, cauterized, and stitched back together more times in her 25 years than most career war veterans who had lived fifty years before her time. She had grown up in a world where not learning how to fight hand-to-hand meant you wouldn't make it to your teens, and not knowing how to use a gun was more of a liability than not knowing how to read. The Combine didn't make distinctions between male and female humans, and the idea of not using physical violence against someone because they were a woman would earn you the kind of looks you might have earned if you had suggested curing a headache by casting out demons. The women in the Resistance all knew how to fight, both men and each other-to not know this was to be a walking a target. Violence was a given in Alyx's life, and she took for granted that physical contact with another would mostly come in the form of strikes and kicks, and any gentle contact would be rare, stolen and furtive, or brief and fleeting, to be appreciated when it happened because it simply _couldn't _happen very often. Touches of affection often came with goodbyes, half of the hugs you got were consolation, and a loving caress would be unsure of itself, unpracticed or clumsily lacking in nuance.

So she was completely unprepared for how Gordon held her, the way her stroked her arm, the way he brushed strands of her hair with his fingers. His touch was almost unbelievably delicate, as if he thought he might leave fingerprints and sully her skin—as if she were something to be cherished—and it made her feel like something precious to him, let her know the depth of his feeling for her that he wouldn't dare show under any other circumstances or in another manner. It made the thought that this would end in the morning, that they'd have to pretend this hadn't happened, that this wouldn't get to happen again, unbearable.

And it made her realize Gordon had to be the one. The one for her, for always. Any other guy after this would be settling. What he could offer her could only be offered by someone from another time, another life, another world, one without the callous grimness or jaded cynicism of her own—one that didn't exist anymore. Where Gordon had been before he came here, she didn't know, but he had been protected from this world and still had the unguarded softness, the emotional earnestness, of a time when life had been so sheltered, and so much could be taken for granted. Maybe she couldn't have him—maybe not now, maybe not ever—but she refused to stop loving him. Even if she couldn't have him, even if she didn't actively pursue him or even—the thought was repellent, but she forced herself to be upfront about it with herself—if another guy came along who she could have something with, even if she did have something with that other guy—she'd never give up on Gordon.

She lay with her cheek against his chest, feeling the give of his warm flesh against hers, breathing in his scent like a fish happily returns to water after being caught and released, savoring every inhalation and never getting sick of it. He had the vaguely sweet but somehow weary scent of sweat on him, and she loved it. It wasn't the straight, undiluted aphrodisiac of male musk, although there was a definite presence of it there; his scent had a more familiar, reliable tone to it, suggesting steadfast dependability. Funny how smell could evoke emotional interpretations, but that was what it made her think, and rather than get into a chicken-and-egg argument with herself-did Gordon smell a certain way, and she was interpreting it objectively with these traits, or did she ascribe these traits to the smells because they were Gordon's?-she simply reveled in it, her mind peacefully blank with ecstatic bliss. She listened to his breath and rode the gentle heaving it moved his body with, savored the motions of muscles in his neck when he moved or swallowed, relished the bristle of chin hairs against her forehead...It wasn't a complete or thorough exploration of his body-although the T-shirt did allow a lot more to be shown and felt through it than the HEV suit did, and that was certainly a welcome change-but it was a novelty so suddenly granted after she had been completely deprived of it that she felt heady with it, thrilled by just snuggling close to him while he held her and they both drifted off to sleep.

In her dreams that night, he was talking to her.

They were in the same room, the same bed, the same clothes, everything the same. Except it was morning, the sun was shining—and he was talking to her. Mouth turned up at the corners, looking her sleepily in the eye, his gaze smiling and tender. She didn't know what he was saying, but it didn't matter; whatever he was saying,they were wonderful things,things about how he adored her and about the future they would have,and how she was this or that wonderful thing and he had admired her for so do this,in their strange, surreal way; they convey emotions or overall ideas without specifics. Alyx's mind was just basking in the warmth of Gordon,not needing or wanting to be bothered with details of was looking over at her from the spot next to her on the bed,green eyes sparkling with the gentle but unrestrained smile she had only ever caught glimpses of before,and her heart felt like it would burst with in the back of her mind,she knew this couldn't last,it would all end soon...

Sometimes the mind knows when it's dreaming a wonderful dream and doesn't want to wake sometimes reassured her,as if in a whispery aside,when she was having a horrible dream,a nightmare where armies of alien monsters were was chasing her or a dream where she had lost someone else dear;there would be the feeling in the back of her mind that this wasn't real,it couldn't be same reassurance was now turning on her,letting her know not to get too comfortable with this,to enjoy it while she so,blissful as she felt,she also dreaded,without quite knowing that she was dreaming,waking up.

And then she eyes were still closed,but she was aware that she had been dreaming,and now was awake.

_No..._

She kept her eyes shut, pressed together stubbornly, her mouth twisting in an unhappy grimace as she turned into her pillow, hiding from waking life. She knew it did no good to beg dreams to come back from the ether-good dreams like this were a fortuitous visit by some little muse that decided when it would grace you, the dreamer, with it's presence, and when it returned to the realm of fantasies and self-pacification, you just had to be grateful it had shown up at all-but still, she knew the misery of one who wakes up from a wonderful dream, one that satisfies an ache, and then has it pulled away from them by the twin cruelties of consciousness and reality. She let her head lean into the pillow, trying to wake up some more, trying to will the miserable feeling of waking up from a delightful fantasy away.

She could hear the rain against the windowsill, and smell the wetness and the pine scent of the trees surrounding them, and this wasn't her bed at White Forest, so she knew they were still in that cabin, that random cabin that they'd holed up in to keep out of the rain, and that had kept them stuck together and led to miserable and wonderful things. But she knew when she opened her eyes, he'd be gone. He'd be back in his HEV suit by the fire, cracking open some cans of food, or maybe out looking for something fresh to eat...but the important thing was that he wouldn't be in the bed beside her, wouldn't be able to deal with what had happened last night. What had happened last night? Alyx had no clue what to call it, but whatever it was, it had changed things, and now they both had to pretend it hadn't. They'd go back to their carefully orchestrated act, their just-friends smiles and jokes, their covering up of anything that might seem too intimate with shows of platonic minimization. And she'd have to slog on pretending she didn't care for him. He'd already have his walls back up, and this time they wouldn't come down again. They'd be fortified, stronger than before. And she'd have to do the same thing. At least now she knew it hurt him as much as it hurt her.

But those words—"this hurts me more than it hurts you"—were just as empty in their consolation now as they always were.

There was something-or somebody-next to her in the bed. She could feel it, the weight of someone else on the mattress beside her. Without thinking, she opened her eyes...

There he was. Gordon. Still asleep, still peacefully passed out on the bed beside her. He wasn't awake and smiling and babbling sweet nothings at her, and it wasn't sunny outside-it still seemed dark and she could still hear dripping against the windowpane-but he was still here, he hadn't run away from her and from last night or...

This was silly, she knew, and a discredit to Gordon; when had she ever known him to run from something frightening or difficult? It was her own fear of rejection talking. Then again, it was true that he had hurt her by keeping himself withdrawn from her so staunchly and for so long, and it was difficult not to see that as a kind of cowardice-but she wasn't upset at him for it at all right now. Last night had let her know why he did this, and his begging her to understand that he had reasons, perfectly good ones, as he insisted, and no desire of his own to continue doing holding himself back-and his delivering on that insistence-had gone a long way in her heart toward healing the hurt.

And here he was...

Alyx resisted the urge to throw her arms around him right there. That would wake him up. And she was caught, mesmerized, drawn irresistably in by watching him sleep.

This was corny, she knew—or would have if she weren't so very enthralled by it at the moment—but he just looked so...

...normal. Like any other 27-year-old guy—just a guy—not one that people wanted to save the world or held culpable for it's needing to be saved in the first place. She tried to imagine all this happening in his own time and place. Maybe it was a little apartment in a building in Seattle they were in, and it was sunny, 2001 again, and she was the girlfriend who had spent the night over. They both had normal lives—his version of normal, because he still seemed to see that as the standard—maybe he was some kind of researcher at a nearby university or something...and she'd be...she could work at the university too—were there any universities in 2001 Seattle?—this made-up university in Seattle where they'd met, maybe she taught a class...and soon one of those old alarm clocks with the option to turn on an FM radio station would sound, and they'd be given some kind of weird morning talk-show babble to listen to—or the traffic report, she remembered from her childhood her parents listening to those closely, and she'd have to stop talking for a moment while Mommy or Daddy figured out if the way to the grocery store was blocked or anything. And the alarm would wake him, and he'd blearily smile at her, a big, broad smile, unencumbered by all the care that weighed him down in reality, all the drama that kept them apart now. And he'd say something like, "Hey gorgeous...how'd you sleep?" No, no, actually, he wouldn't...that wasn't quite a Gordon-like thing to say, now that she thought about it. Probably just a sleepy and laconic but smiling, "Hey". And she'd say hey back. And there'd be some kind of conversation that would quickly lead to making out and…

And life wouldn't be so complicated. So dramatic. So hard. She had always wondered if she could live in that...before-time, the one that preceded the one she knew, and that she had recollections of, but only enough to know that it had been easier. The one her father remembered in stories he told her, and then clouded over his eyes sadly as he thought miserably about what he could no longer give his daughter. The one her mother had been left behind in.

The one Gordon had come from. Where he was just an average schmoe—less, even, an under-recognized underling that, as he insisted, no one had paid attention to when he wasn't doing something academic because he was so quiet. Would she have noticed him? She liked to think she would have, but of course, one always did in these kinds of "what if" scenarios. "If I'd have been alive in World War II I'd have hidden political refugees in my basement." "If I had been in Black Mesa when it all went down, I'd have made friends with the Vorts instead of going at them with explosives like they all did." People always liked to imagine themselves on the right or compassionate side of history. Doctor Kleiner had told her once, though, that she and Dr. Freeman would have gotten along well, he was sure. This had been years ago—her time—years before the "Dr. Freeman" she always heard about actually came back. Had those stories, those comments, predisposed her toward taking him under her wing? She had never had any idea of romantic interest in him—how could she? You couldn't base a relationship or even a meaningful desire for one off of other people's anecdotes. But finding that she admired him, that he was so capable, so selfless, so determined; and that he liked her corny jokes other guys just humored her about to please her, that he was pretty dorky himself, that he was awkward to the point that it was kind of cute...that he didn't immediately throw himself at her feet, quite honestly, because how could you respect someone if they fell madly for you before they got to know you?

All that had been a pleasant surprise—as was the fact that he was 27 instead of 47. The age difference...definitely would have been a barrier. They had all assumed that he had been off doing...something, they had all had theories about what...for the past two decades, and that he was now the age he should, by all accounts and logic, be. And yet wasn't. Alyx was sure there was relativity involved somehow...at least until last night. Last night he'd said some things that made it sound like maybe he'd been kind of...poofed?...from where he'd last been seen to now.

How disorienting that had to be for him. How confusing, to be in one place and time—an alien planet, no less, because he'd last been seen on Xen—and then to suddenly be in the aftermath of that twenty years down the road. Wow. That had to be...

Really, really hard to deal with. Maddening. Soul-crushing, even. Isolating. Wow. No wonder he was struggling. Actually, he was doing pretty well, considering.

And he wanted her...he did want her after all. He'd said so. Said it, and yelled it, and even cried it a little. He'd cried trying to convince her how badly this hurt him. Gordon Freeman, paragon of stoicism, who people wondered if he was carved out of stone or buried under layers of post-traumatic scarring, or just holding himself back...and he was, after all...but hadn't been able to when she'd pushed him far enough.

Her throat felt thick and made it difficult to swallow...she'd pushed him...she'd pushed him pretty far. That wasn't how a friend treated a friend. That wasn't how she, Alyx, treated people she cared about. But she'd needed answers—she had been pushed too far, too. They both had been, and they'd both pushed back, and then snapped under the strain, and then everything had come spilling out.

She loved him. She looked at him right now, her throat clenching with regret, and thought that even if they could only just be friends, just act on that, she still loved him, loved him fiercely. She had been very cautious about using the word with herself prior to this, because she wasn't sure how he felt about her and it was scary admitting to yourself you were so far gone for someone who might not care the same way about you. But he'd broken down last night, actually cried, and screamed and yelled like she didn't know he was capable of doing, to keep her, and try as hard as he could not to hurt her, or minimize how much he had to. And then when she'd given up on him, he'd crawled back—not some noble, heroic return, but came crawling back, which was so much harder to do—and gotten in the bed next to her. That had to have been so hard, so intimidating, for him. She swallowed, trying to push the lump growing in her throat away, and watched him across the bed. She fought the urge, again, to reach out and touch him, and contented herself to thinking, _I love him...I love this man_.

Right now he was looking more like a guy than a man...but she loved that even more. His glasses were off, and he rested silently against the pillow, his face blank—not the carefully composed blankness he often worked to maintain, but the blankness of sleep. He lay there in the old T-shirt that had been someone else's—not the bulky, superhero-esque HEV suit that made him look so bizarrely...other, and not the labcoats he preferred to wear, which made him look the consummate professional...just a raggedy old T-shirt and the same loose-fitting pants she had pilfered from the chest of drawers. There was some kind of innuendo in there about being in someone's pants, or about chests and drawers, but for once she was too blissed-out to find it. Gordon looked so very young and, well...unimportant—not in the sense of lacking worth, but of not having so much expected of him—and she didn't know whether to go back to the little fantasy about being boyfriend and girlfriend in some little apartment in Seattle or just watch him.

She decided on the latter. Watching him was fine, it was great, it was wonderful...she just couldn't see his eyes when they were closed. She knew it was totally cliched to be enchanted with someone's green eyes, but she preferred to think of Gordon's in terms of the way he used them. They often had a kind of sleepy expression to them, even when he was perfectly alert in the middle of the day, and right now she was excited with wondering what his expression would look like when he was actually waking up. He had the best bedroom-eyes any given moment of any day; she couldn't wait to see them in an actual bedroom context. Would he give her a sleepy version of that smile with his eyes that was almost a smirk, the one that made her stomach do flip-flops and her mind go momentarily blank?

...Or would they go wide with alarm, and then he'd panic at finding them in this situation? What would he do then? Would he leap out of the bed, stammer in awkwardness, clam up in embarrassment? What was going to happen when they got out of the bed and went on as they always did, as he had said they would have to? Had that been the plan that was now ruined by the latter half of the night? Alyx's heart picked up it's pace unpleasantly with anxiety at this train of thought. She didn't know. She...she didn't know.

And then, as if reading her mind, his eyes opened.

Her heart almost stopped. She blushed, looked away, smiling self-consciously one of those smiles that has nothing to do with delight. She looked at the wall, the floor, opened her mouth to try to think of something to say, she was always so loquacious when he wasn't looking her in the eye, why couldn't her ability to small-talk transfer over to pillow-talk or at least a reassurance that they were okay, but were they really, she didn't know, and so she choked...looked back at him timidly...

...he was blinking, confused—not alarmed, but the kind of confusion of waking up and not knowing where one is. He looked around the room in what could perhaps be best described as polite puzzlement, sleepily taking in his environment...his eyes fell on her, her clothes—possibly taking note of the fact that they were still on—flicked around the room, to the window, where there was still rain, blinked blearily...

...he turned back to her...

...and, exhaling sleepily, gathered her up into him and squeezed her gently, then slackened to holding her to him loosely, but very much in a snuggling manner.

She couldn't help letting out a wordless sound of glee, and snuggled back into him.

"Morning," she told him.

"Morning," he mumbled blearily, not looking up, and not yet opening his eyes. She knew him to be a slow waker. So she just hugged him close, content to happily wait, his arms around her, while he pulled himself out of dreamland.

"'S still raining?" he mumbled after a pause of a few seconds, still not lifting his head from the pillow. "What time is it?"

"Oh crap..." She hadn't thought of the time. It was still raining so hard the darkness outside the window might not be caused by it being night. She kept forgetting they were on a mission, with the CP...thing; they had a purpose, and this was just a derailment. Alyx started running panicked tactical scenarios through her head: the Combine had used the storm to shore up their defenses in the bunker, if they were still in there, or they'd somehow been hiking toward the base using the storm for cover and were going to ambush White Forest because Alyx and Gordon hadn't headed them off...

She was about to get out of bed and grab one of the various devices over in the "living room" portion of the cabin that could tell them the time, but Gordon said, "You know what?" He yawned slowly, and she thought of a lion sunning on a rock in the savannah; usually so powerful, but right now just kind of drowsy. "It doesn't really matter. We can't go anywhere until the rain stops at least, right?" That brightened her up from the worry about the time right away. He didn't want to just pack up and high-tail it, and leave this all in memory as a funny "remember that time"; he wanted to linger with her.

"Yeah, you're right," she said, and snuggled back down under the sheets she'd been starting to get up from.

She sighed. And he sighed. And they cuddled.

In a minute, Gordon yawned again and then asked, "How did you sleep?"

"Mm...I slept well. Didn't even hear the rain."

She froze then. Had that been...not a good thing to say? But no, her mind was still in "platonic friendship only" mode. He instead smiled, his eyes still closed, and said, "Good. I thought the storm would keep you awake."

Her instant emotional reaction was embarrassment, but then it was replaced by a warm, glowy feeling in her chest. He'd been looking out for her.

"How did you sleep?" she asked him back. He paused before answering.

"Actually...I feel really rested. I don't think I've slept this well..." another pause as he thought, "since I don't remember when."

"Really? That's good, you always seem to need it."

"Mm-hm."

"Any dreams?" she grinned.

He chuckled."...I…think I didn't have any? Or else if I did, they weren't horrible like they always are." She stroked his arm sympathetically. Their tendency to travel together meant she'd seen him in the throes of nightmares more than once.

He opened his eyes. Bright, vivid green, and they were indeed smiling at her—shyly, but smiling.

It was the best thing that had happened to her in a long time, she decided.

She stroked his hair without thinking...and it was okay because he closed his eyes happily for a moment, then opened them again, still smiling at her, but now blissful. His finger traced little circles on her back, but she wasn't as aware of that as of the look he was giving her; as if he, too, were over the moon right now. She knew she was reflecting the look back at him, and he was basking in it too…like two mirrors reflecting each other's images into an infinite loop of utter sappiness. And not caring at all about it; just reveling in each other and in each other's reveling in them.

And then his face clouded over a little. He looked sideways, getting up his nerve to say something.

"Alyx..."

Her heart avalanched down the mountaintop it was on, threatening to pick up speed.

"What?"

He moistened his lips, looked away from her as he spoke. "I'm sorry about last night. I..." he looked back up at her and had to have seen something there that begged for clarification—or to soften the blow—and as if bracing himself for a blow, went on, "I...was a jerk. I...I didn't mean to yell."

He looked guilty, but she let out her breath. The avalanche happily coursed in reverse back up the mountain.

"It's okay..."

"No, it's not, I...I lost my temper, and...I'm sorry."

"I'm not," she said truthfully.

He looked at her as if he hadn't quite heard her right. "You're...you're not?"

"Mm-mm...I…I needed to hear all that," she admitted.

He looked miserable. "I know. And I shouldn't have been holding it back from you. But I shouldn't have snapped like that—"

"Honestly...I needed to see that too."

Now he looked utterly confused. "What?"

She sighed. "I guess...I guess I just needed to know you _can_ snap, you know? That...that you can't always keep yourself so buttoned-up. I guess I needed to know that this is work for you after all. Like...like you're..." She searched for the right words...and found them, but was too embarrassed to say them.

"Human?" he finished for her, wryly.

She smiled apologetically at him. "I was going to say 'not oblivious to me'."

He looked stunned. He reached out and stroked her hair. "I could never be oblivious to you. No one can, but...especially not me." He was looking away as he said the last part, unable to meet her eyes as he said it. Still looking away, he smiled, and added, "I am decidedly not oblivious to you, Alyx."

She laughed a little, the glowy feeling coming back. She squeezed him happily. "Okay. Good to know. And," she went on, "don't give me this 'do you think I'm not human' crap, okay? I know you are. I know better than anyone else." He smiled at this, as if a secret fear had been relieved.

"I guess maybe," she went on "...maybe I just kept pushing you so hard last night because I knew that, and was trying to get at it. Until I did. Oh my God!" She buried her face in her hand.

"What?" Gordon asked, seeming alarmed.

"I...I am so sorry, Gordon, I am so sorry about last night."

He chuckled. "What, are we switching places now?"

"No, I...I'm just so sorry, I...I really am pretty horrible when I'm mad. I just...I never should have said any of that." The jocund expression left Gordon's face. "Gordon...I'm not usually like that when I'm mad, I don't know what got into me, but there's no excuse, and...I'm so sorry," she finished miserably.

"It's alright," he said.

And she knew he meant it, but replied anyway, "No, it's not! I...that isn't how you treat someone, especially someone that matters to you. I'm usually not that…cruel. Oh wow, you were right, I was cruel—"

He cut her off, "I needed to hear it. And maybe you needed to say it, and if you did, then I really needed to hear it. And like I say, I shouldn't have pushed you so far. I probably deserved it."

She sighed, "I knew you'd say that."

"Look," he went on,"...we both needed to say that stuff. And we both needed to hear it. But we were only going to admit any of it if we got pushed far enough. And..." He seemed to be searching for a way to phrase something. "And here we are. We're not...things are gonna be okay from here on out. Right?" He didn't really bother to hide the desperate look that accompanied that solicitation for confirmation.

She sighed. "Yeah. Yeah, you're right. Here we are." She rubbed his arm affectionately. "And we're gonna be okay." A pause while she gathered the nerve to say the next part: "And I'm glad. I'm glad..." How to say it? I'm glad you're not going to run away from me for my horrible temper and never want to talk to me again because I was so cruel to you last night in what I said? Because that was what she was thinking.

But his hand suddenly on her hair, stroking gently, grounded her, reassured her in a better way than she could have asked for.

"I'm glad," she finished.

"Me too," he answered softly, one of those tiny, almost undetectable smiles he made more with his eyes than with his mouth that made her weak-kneed crossing his features. She gratefully reached up a hand to squeeze the arm that was stroking her hair.

"...Even...even if my temper is...what did you say last night? Oh God, I think...was it pernicious?" It was his turn to be embarrassed as she laughed her gentle teasing laugh at the memory.

"Oh God, did I...did I actually say that, did I use that word? Pernicious...oh God..."He was smiling a little, though, his cheeks pinkening slightly.

"I'm highly impressed with your choice of words even under pressure, Doctor Freeman," she laughed.

He chortled back. "Apparently, even when I'm that mad, I still talk with SAT prep words. Oh God…does that make me the most pathetic thing ever?"

She was laughing good and hard now. "No, I...I think what's worse is that I totally knew what you were saying and got a little offended at it. "He laughed harder at that. "I was like, '_Pernicious?! That's a little strong!_'"

He was guffawing heartily now. "My God, we are just both huge nerds."

"We're the biggest dorks, "she agreed.

He slowed his laughing, beaming his smile at her. "Yeah...dorks. Two huge dorks."

They just kind of beamed at each other across the bed, then, huge glowing smiles melting into softer, more tender ones as the laughter faded and resolved. She was still absent-mindedly caressing his arm, and now he pulled her in close again from where the laughing had put space between them; she responded by leaning her forehead against his. Outside, the rain wasn't letting up, but neither of them cared, the world outside the cabin, the world as it as it had existed yesterday or as it would tonight completely falling outside the realm of their cognizance or care.

They let their glowing gazes at each other from across the pillow melt into closed-eyed expressions of peace and contentment as they let themselves drift into a renewed doze, the rain and the comfort of cuddling making them drowsy. They slipped in and out of that state just a step over sleep that lets one feel no time pass, and to feel no real awareness, but to retain also the mood they'd gone into it with.

And all through it, his arms were around her. And she could stroke his hair or brush his arm tenderly or rub his back or caress his face...and he wouldn't shy away, he'd lean into it, smile peacefully, blink at her happily, snuggle back.

At one point, though, biology would not be denied any longer; Alyx had to answer nature's call, unromantic as it was.

She sleepily yawned, rubbing Gordon's arm, and pulled herself upright, stretching.

"What's up?" Gordon murmured as he pulled himself out of the doze they'd both been in. Alyx started throwing the covers off of her and scooting toward the edge of her side of the bed.

"I just have to use—" she stopped, startled, and spun her head around back to Gordon. He had grabbed her arm suddenly, as if afraid she was falling out of the bed or something, but the panic in his eyes said something else. Then he realized he had grabbed her, and self-consciously pulled his hand away and swept his hand through his hair, looking around with a look of guilt.

"What's wrong?" Alyx wanted to know.

"I...sorry, I didn't mean to—"

"What's wrong?"

"You...weren't getting up for the day, were you?" He still wasn't meeting her eyes.

"No, I just need to go outside and, uh...'use the facilities'..."

"Oh...I...sorry, I-I didn't mean to just, like, leap out and—"

"Gordon, what's wrong?"

"I...it's stupid."

But he knew she wasn't going to take that for an answer, blew some breath out of his lips and clarified, "I...I was just worried you were getting up for the day."

"Why? We do have to get up eventually, you know."

"I...I know, just..." He was licking his lips with nervousness. She waited. "I don't want to get up, not just yet, anyway. As...as soon as we get out of this bed, I have to start pretending...things have to go back to the way they were...And I don't want that."

He managed to bring his eyes to meet hers, finally, and they were guilty and embarrassed and so not like she was used to him looking at her. She moved her hand an inch or two from the covers to reach out and touch his face—and then stopped, realizing that impulse was a little silly, and went ahead saying, "I'm only going outside for a minute to use the bathroom. I'll be right back...okay? Promise."

He let out a breathy half-chuckle, self-conscious and relieved, "I know, I—"

"Hey...it's okay. Okay? I'll be right back." She smiled at him, trying to let him know he didn't have to be embarrassed.

It seemed to work, and he let out his breath and said, "Yeah, okay...see you when you get back, I guess." Another sheepish smile that he used so often, and then Alyx lifted herself from the bed and headed out into the storm.

It really was pouring out here, holy...and although she stayed on the porch, she still got splashed somewhat by the tiny residual droplets flying through the air that were always present with rain this heavy.

And it was cold. Even if she had been in more than just pajamas, her skin would still be forming goosebumps, but especially in the clothes she was wearing, this was _cold!_ It hadn't been this bad yesterday, and now Alyx got what was meant by the cold front Schlomi had been going on about; she was sure it had to be something powerful to cause a storm like this even though the weather had already been a little bit brisk to begin with, but holy crap!

She did what she had to do quickly, and then, rinsing her hands under overspill from the eave of the porch roof, as habit had taught her, she wiped her hands on her pants after a quick shake to dry them, and ducked gratefully back into the cabin.

She let her eyes adjust to the low light again—the fire had died down long ago, last night, evidently—and cautiously moved into the little room past the partition.

And he was there. Still there, waiting for her, smiling timidly from his earlier embarrassment and glad to see her. Why had she had that moment of wondering whether he'd be there or not? As if maybe he'd gotten up and moved into the other side of the cabin, getting breakfast, maybe putting that stupid suit she loved and hated on, back to his old self, the buttoned-up, business-like Gordon who was afraid to be affectionate to her...

No. Here he was, lifting up the covers to invite her back into bed, and she quickly obliged him, snuggling back under the warm sheets, cuddling into him closely to absorb his body warmth as he wrapped his arms around her again.

"Wow, you're freezing!" he noted at the touch of her skin. "How is it out there? Still bad?"

"It's kind of horrible," she said into his chest as she nuzzled in closer. "Still raining cats and dogs. Doctor Kleiner would be thrilled, he'd have no shortage of test subjects."

"Poor Barney, though," Gordon mused dryly, and they chuckled at the dark humor.

"Better cats and dogs than headcrabs and...I don't know what else...Snarks? I haven't seen those things around yet, are they still...?"

"They were doing quite well for themselves early on and it was causing a lot of problems in the early days," Alyx answered Gordon's question about the tiny aliens. "Enough that one of the first things the Combine did when they took over was engineer a genome virus to wipe them all out. Took about 24 hours, the persistent little buggers."

Gordon was looking at her wide-eyed, as if realizing she wasn't joking-which he'd evidently thought she was.

"They wiped them out?" he asked incredulously. "So...but if they can engineer genome viruses to wipe out entire species in 24 hours...why haven't they done that with other organisms? Why not do it with humans instead of just letting us die off slowly and giving us a chance to fight back?"

"We're useful," Alyx said simply. "The short answer is, genome viruses are costly in terms of outcome and they generally prefer to let things be driven to extinction by competition with each other. But as for humans...they keep us around for a lot of reasons. As trans-species synths we're a good host species, they gain from our labor while we're slowly dying off, and in a lot of ways we're just...useful. Breen had all these grand schemes about 'the next step in evolution', and I don't know how much that really was an intended goal or how much he just said that-maybe he believed it himself and the Combine were lying to him, who knows? But the Combine are ruthlessly efficient; they don't keep anything around longer than they have to, but they scavenge anything remotely useful from the environments they move into."

Gordon had his hand in his hair, staring glassy-eyed at the ceiling in an expression that even Alyx, with her superpower of interpreting Gordon's moods, couldn't read.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

He was silent for another few moments and she waited, knowing how to handle when he was chewing over his responses. He finally lowered his hand, sighed, and said, staring more placidly now at the ceiling, as if his words were incidental, "I don't know enough to be doing what I'm doing, that's all. I'm a damn poor excuse for a 'savior of humanity'."

"Gordon!" Alyx cried, shocked. She had known for most of the time she'd known him that he hadn't, after all, been...debriefed, or whatever, sufficiently before coming here, and he generally played his part well without revealing his lack of familiarity with the context he was in. Having been his right hand woman all this time, though, it was hard not to establish a pattern that one-off meetings with him wouldn't be enough to uncover. Alyx had played it off as well, giving him information discreetly when he needed it, trying whenever she could not to let him know she knew he was in the dark; and even when it was obvious she knew, he didn't acknowledge his understanding of that, going along with her explanations with the hastily-concealed embarrassment of someone who felt made a fool of and yet was still too bashful about it to admit to having been made one, and half trying in a covert way to acknowledge his gratitude toward her that she still pretended not to understand a need for. It was a good metaphor for the neurotic elements of their communication with each other, and Alyx had taken it as part and parcel of the confusion that had all come to a head last night.

Apparently, though, this newfound candor with each other that they were allowing themselves went all the way, not merely applying to how they felt about each other. It stunned her to hear him admit out loud how little he understood of what was going on around him, and she almost wondered if she had wanted to delude herself a little longer about the depths of his lack of information.

Gordon sighed in some nebulous response to her outburst, laying his hand over his eyes but saying nothing.

"You are not a damn poor excuse for...anything! And you don't need to be all..."

She petered off, realizing how ridiculous she sounded, and sure enough, the hand came off Gordon's face and he turned and gave her a look with his unbespectacled, hazy-with-the-morning green eyes that said, _Really? Come on, Alyx._

"I do okay as long as I'm following orders or have someone else pick out an objective for me-'Freeman, take down those barriers so we can get the tank through', so on and so forth,"-he nodded his head in rhythm with his words to exaggerate his own dramatic effect-"but does anyone think to ask me for higher-level input on how the Resistance is run? I mean heck, are they not thinking of it, or are they just figuring they better not bother?" To Alyx's renewed spluttering in half-formed protest, he replied, "I'm more useful as dumb muscle, for once in my life. Half the time I wonder if they purposely don't tell me things because my destructive powers are more useful than any problem-solving ones I have would be. I can blow things up like no one's business, but put me in a lab and I'll blow up the wrong things, most likely."

Alyx was torn between wanting to shake him for talking that way about himself and wanting to hug him, if this what went through his head on a daily basis.

"You COULD be one of the decision-makers, Gordon. You don't have to be just the muscle."

He smiled the smile of a pragmatist delivering unfortunate news. "No one wants to hear what I have to say, Alyx."

She was stunned. "What? What do you mean no one wants to hear what you have to say? I want to hear what you have to say!"

He smiled sadly. "You're the only one. It's one of the reasons I like you." He added, and gave her an apologetic, teasing smile.

"What do you mean I'm the only one? People always—"

"Everyone else just talks at me," he explained. "It's always orders—'Freeman, do this, Freeman, do that, hurl yourself in front of that antlion guardian so we don't have to; Freeman, lure out that dropship so we can shoot it down, you've got that suit, you'll be fine'—or else sometimes I get to hear, 'Let me follow you, Doctor Freeman! I'm not going to listen if you say no and when I step on a land mine you'll just have to deal with that!' Sometimes I get really lucky and it's, 'Why didn't you fight harder? Why didn't you protect so-and-so who was with you? You're supposed to lead us!' They never ask me for my input, but when they insist on getting in the way of all the fire I draw, I get blamed for it."

He looked bitter as he said this, but then hesitated when he was done, his eyes widening and freezing in a sideways glance in panic, as if afraid he shouldn't have said that.

And Alyx's heart dropped in her chest. She stroked his arm where her hand was resting in a sympathetic gesture. He seemed to take comfort in this, and the panicked look vanished to leave the miserable look still on his face.

"Then why don't you...?" she started, and then stopped when she realized she didn't know exactly what she had been planning to say. Gordon filled in the blanks and answered her unarticulated question.

"People don't need me, Alyx, they just need some kind of a symbol to rally around. They need a hero, they need one very badly, and who am I to tell them I'm going to deny them that? That no, I don't want to be whatever it is you all need so badly and have been waiting so long for, because it's hard or because no one asked me before they just...anointed me The One Free Man?" He had rolled his eyes and raised his eyebrow skeptically at parts of this last sentence, but now he went back to looking glum...before the panicky look started threatening to overtake his features again.

Alyx, though, realized that her mouth was hanging open slightly in heartbreak for him. She wanted to argue, more because she didn't want to believe this argument he was making than that it was untrue, but hers was a scientific mind, and science means that facts—observations and data that could not be empirically argued with—could not be discarded when they didn't suit one's preferred worldview. She knew he was right, as her mind re-tread the ecstatic excitement on people's faces when they laid eyes on him for the first time, or the faith they put in his opinions or actions without knowing the full story, or knowing him as well as she did. They didn't do this only because of his recent exploits, as impressive as they were, and whenever his trademark modesty kicked in or he uncomfortably dodged credit when it was, in fact, due, people sometimes looked downright puzzled by it, or else disregarded it completely. Alyx was skilled at reading and understanding people, and growing up among the leaders of the Resistance had taught her the numerous things there were to know about morale, one of them being that sometimes people will believe things without any prompting just because they want to, or need to. She had to admit that yes, the people who needed Gordon to be something for them probably would fight the idea, actively and consciously, of him being anything other than whatever they personally thought he was, and since he was such a blank slate to people who weren't in his inner circle, there were liable to be as many versions of what Gordon was to people as there were people who believed in him.

She had known he had quite a burden to deal with, but it had never been articulated that way for her. Her comment the night before about "his messiah-with-a-burden-to-bear charade" now seemed even more cruel than it had previously. She reached up to stroke his hair.

"What would you say, then?"

Gordon blinked, as if never having really considered it before, and now having to gather his thoughts. He carefully, slowly articulated, "That I'm not some psycho fighter with a gun, that I hate killing things, and killing people, and I just want to go back to the lab and put on a lab coat and...do research. And that...

"And that I'm sorry," he blurted. "I'm sorry that I blew a hole in the world and that everybody who's left has lost everything because of me, because my stupid research team I was on did a stupid experiment even though it was stupid to go ahead with it, and I went ahead with it anyway because I was just a grunt and all I did was push a cart, but if I hadn't pushed the cart..."

He stopped here, and actually drew a shuddering breath, remembering, and he looked like he might go on some more...but then he paused, reconsidered, looked like he was changing tack, and then:

"And I'm sorry I couldn't fix it, and I'm sorry..." He looked right at her then, and his hyper-expressive eyes seemed to want to plead with her, terrified and guilty...and then he looked back downwards at the bed, examining his fidgeting hands, and went on.

"I'm sorry I was gone for 20 years, and I'm sorry I don't know what I'm supposed to do. I...I'd say I don't know what I'm doing, and it terrifies me, and this whole world terrifies me, and it's...And that I'm scared. And I...I don't..."

He ran his hand over his face then and seemed unable to continue, and Alyx almost started crying for him, such had been his raw, wide-pupiled look of regret and misery. She threw her arms around him then, and pulled him close, and made shushing sounds while she ran her fingers comb-like through his hair, and they ignored the rainstorm going on outside still, because what mattered right now, and what needed dealing with, was Gordon's messed up little world.

He wasn't crying, but he held on tightly to her as she held him and cooed soothing noises at him. And when he spoke again, he said, "I shouldn't be so—"

But she cut him off, "Yeah, you should. You should, Gordon. It isn't fair you have to deal with all this, and..."

She didn't know what to say next, but he again anticipated her meaning before she even knew it herself.

"I have you. You help me. You really do. It's part of..." he chuckled self-consciously, "it's part of why I can't stand keeping a distance from you, Alyx. It's not just that I know I'm being a jerk—I mean I know I am, and that's the main thing, but...it's also just so, so..._so_ exhausting, because I need to tell you all this, and I can't."

"Why _not?_" she wanted to know.

"Because if I do..." He considered. "If I do, that means I have to be thinking about all of it to do that. And if I think about all of it every time it comes up, instead of pushing it away for later...I'll go crazy. I'll just break down and go nuts and not be able to get through my day, never mind get into and out of firefights and take down really big, angry aliens with hormone problems and...all that other stuff I have to do every day now. If I stop and think about it, I won't be able to do what I need to do, and then I'm useless."

And now Alyx wanted to cry, because it was true. It wasn't fair, and it was true...and it wasn't fair. Gordon, her Gordon, was only as necessary as he was useful, whether she believed it or not, whether he mattered to any of the people who actually cared about him or not; he had to be all these other things to so many people, or he'd be useless, ineffective, and that he was a human being didn't matter, even if that kind of thing was what they were fighting for…all that mattered was that he got the job done. And if he cracked up, broke down, then what would happen?

Well...actually...what would happen? What would happen if Gordon failed, or died, or got taken away as he had said he was afraid he would be? Alyx had seen other heroes, other scions of the Resistance or symbols of strength and hope fail or be sullied in her life in the Resistance. She'd seen Rebel leaders, plucky little-engines-that-could on the rise in the ranks of the Resistance, mowed down or hauled off or otherwise shut down by the Combine. The effect had been devastating at times, causing people to fear getting their hopes up after seeing it happen often enough, and when they didn't have any hope that the Combine could be withstood, they didn't see any reason to stick their necks out to resist, or to keep their heads up and stay alive, or not to turn over and change sides themselves.

And Barney...Barney's orchestrated switching of sides had been an illusion carefully enough crafted that morale had been shot to pieces. He had been a golden child of the Resistance when Eli Vance had persuaded him, begging and pleading, to go undercover for them, and in order to make the cover complete and effective, Barney's apparent betrayal had to be allowed to be known to the rest of the Resistance, and any civilians who knew his name, as plenty did. Hearing that the Black Mesa survivor and hero of countless raids and daring rescues who had somehow stuck it out through firefight after bombing raid after ambush after spy-fueled purge had turned over to the enemy after 15 years of dogged conviction, had caused such despair and outrage that some people started to desert the Resistance, or civilians had resigned themselves to believing the Combine would never be ousted, and took drastic measures of various kinds because of it. The toll on Barney had been enormous, and his tendency toward alcohol had veered from fun-loving and harmless nearer to dangerous territory; if Alyx and his other close friends hadn't constantly monitored it and him, and the Combine hadn't made it very difficult to get ahold of any of the stuff, Alyx was sure Barney would now be something very different than what he was and generally always had been.

"Then tell me...tell me other things. You can't keep everything inside there, but if you can't let everything out, you have to at least let out some."

Gordon's eyebrows rose in surprise, and then he looked downwards, fiddling with the bedsheet, moistening his lips as he considered, his brow furrowed in what looked more like confusion or bewilderment than concentration.

"I...don't even know where to begin." He looked to her, as he so often did, with that look of asking for prompting or guidance. She smiled at him.

"Well, you mentioned something last night about wanting to take me on dates...what would that look like?"

His eyebrows rose again, higher this time, and then he blushed and smiled self-consciously at the pillow. Fumbling a little, he began, "Well, there were all these ice cream shops in Cambridge and Boston—everywhere, and everyone ate at them all the time, completely regardless of the weather, it was the weirdest thing, but I guess Boston loves ice cream—"

And she was already transfixed by his vision of how he'd treat her if this were another world, one where long-gone cities existed, and things like ice cream and people who ate it "regardless" of the weather because it was just always available in that time and place. He grew animated as he continued to relate his fantasy.

"I thought it would be cool to grab ice cream, but we could have something to eat first-"

"What kind of food?" she interrupted, wanting him to paint the whole scene for her.

He smiled and said, "Well, what would you want? I mean, I mostly lived on take-out food, but I guess you wouldn't be into, like, pizza or anything—"

"Pizza!" she exclaimed, her eyes widening excitedly, because even if the world had ended when you were five, you didn't forget how excellent pizza was.

"Okay!" Gordon agreed enthusiastically, adapting to her input—because they were crafting this fantasy together now—"So there were all these little pizza places around, we could grab pizza and then get ice cream, and I was kind of thinking you might want to go into Boston, and that could be cool, because there were sometimes—it would depend on the time of the year, because if it were in summer, then there were sometimes these places that held outdoor movie showings, and we could bring a blanket and lay it on the grass and watch whatever they had. Or else if it was fall—"

He paused, smiled bashfully, "I was kind of thinking it would be fall, because Boston was beautiful in the fall—we could really just walk around and look at things, and that's a good way to talk and stuff."

He paused from his excited monologue, because he'd apparently wanted to say this for long enough that it had just come pouring out, but then added: "I guess you don't like bowling, right?"

"I've never bowled," Alyx said, her hands held up apologetically, "but I'd go bowling if you wanted to. The MIT bowling squad's secret weapon might have to go easy on a poor beginner, though." She winked, because she was teasing him about his pride in his bowling skills, referring to a time he had regaled her and Barney with bowling plays he'd made until, neither of them understanding them or Gordon's enthusiasm in telling them, Barney had wisecracked, "Okay, Grandpa, really nice visiting ya again, but now you gotta go back to the Home."

Gordon now laughed and said, "If you want to bowl, I'd take you bowling. But Fermat's Cranker doesn't go easy on anyone." His eyes were doing that smirking twinkling thing they did instead of winking when he joked, and she adored it, even if the joking nickname about his throws always following the shortest path possible was incredibly nerdy. Between the warm feeling his eye-twinkle gave her in her stomach and his bowling _nom de guerre_, she had to laugh.

The thunder rumbled off in the distance, the rain still not having ceased, but they had little awareness of it, and Gordon, watching her laugh, let out a soft laugh too. These rare occurrences always put her over the moon, his voice mirroring the thunder in rumbling in a soft, "heh heh heh" that was always accompanied by a downward glance and one of those rare smiles that made him look handsome.

"Okay, so we've got a few options for what we'll do, good...I'm sure you've thought about what I'm wearing on this date, though."

She let that sentence end with her eyebrow cocked halfway to her hairline.

He opened his mouth to respond...paused, met her eyes...smirked ever so slightly with that stomach-flipping eye smile...and let the silence and the implication it was carrying with it hang delicately in the air between them until she laughed.

"_Doctor_ Freeman!" she play scolded while pretending to smack him.

"Iiii...was actually thinking you'd look lovely in a sundress, Alyx. Why, what were you thinking?"

Oh, he was getting too good at this. He was even starting to learn, by osmosis, the trademarked Vance Mischievous Eye Twinkle, which differed from the signature Freeman Eye-Smile in that the former was more distinctly an eye-twinkle with a fully visible smirk of the mouth, while the Freeman Eye-Smile was almost totally executed with the eyes alone, and was far more subtle. He was clearly diversifying his repetoire.

"Actually," he said, "we think it would be fall, right?"

"...Right..."

"And as much as I love this image of you in a sundress..." the brief paused turned into a mutual chuckle "...I think you'd look more...Alyx...in a hoodie like you usually wear."

"A very accurate assessment, Gordon. I approve. You wouldn't mind that I'd be in some sweatshirt, though?" She wasn't finding out about dressing to his taste, but testing a theory.

"You really look very cute in them, actually," he said, trying, with only some success, not to blush as he said this.

Alyx wanted to dance a raucous victory dance, her theory confirmed; her elders had been telling her for years, well-meaning but with sad looks, that the duct-taped and patched-up sweatshirt that was her favorite was not going to catch the eyes of any, as Doctor Kleiner put it, "young gentlemen". They never seemed to consider that, given the fact that the breeding suppression field had been activated when she was young, dating wasn't as fierce a competition as it had been in the past, and in any case, Alyx drew the attention of plenty of young men. And really, how was she supposed to escape CPs using her parkour skills in clothes she had to keep nice, and didn't they further realize that there was no longer such thing as a shopping mall, and the twenty-year dearth of them had meant scavenging a good find was getting harder and harder?

The older people she spent so much of her time around, she figured, had grown up in a radically different world and, as had always been the case, only moreso now, didn't quite understand the realities of those who had grown up significantly removed from them. Now, though, Gordon was saying the hoodies suited her, and were even "very cute". She felt both vindicated and flattered, flattered in the way that only comes from having one's traits genuinely complimented by a crush.

"Okay, so I'm doing my hoodie and some jeans...what about you?"

"Oh...ummm..."

"You didn't think what you would wear?"

"Well, what do you want me to wear?"

"I think you know what I want you to wear, Gordon, but assuming you have to wear more than that while walking down a city street-"

"_Miss_ Vance! Such a nice young girl like you, having such tawdry fantasies about a respectable young man such as myself? How impertinent!"

Alyx burst out laughing, loud and clear, at that, and then had to get in—had to, because it would be wrong if she didn't—"Haven't forgotten those SAT prep words, have you?" And he had to laugh at that too, one of his soft "heh heh hehs".

When they caught their breaths, Alyx asked, "So?"

Gordon hesitated, one of his pensive pauses while he considered options that she had learned to distinguish from his numerous other pauses and silences. "Well...I have no idea where to even start with this. Again!"

"Well, you said once you used to prefer to wear those plaid button-up shirts most of the time, before the war and when you didn't have to be in a labcoat, right?"

"Rrrright..."

"Why not wear that? Will...will the fall weather allow it?" Insert trademark Vance Mischievous Eye-Twinkle. "We didn't establish what _kind_ of fall weather, by the way."

"Well...alright, let's say it's in theeee...50s? Farenheit. So about...12, 13 Celsius...kinda windy, because it's Boston, and of course it's the time of the year when all the leaves are changing colors and falling off the trees, because we're kicking little piles of them as we go down the sidewalks."

"You've thought this all out, huh?"

"Yeah, it's...I mean..."

"It's wonderful. Keep going."

That made him grin and blush at the bedsheets again, and when he recovered from that, he said, "So I guess we have boots on, the basic kind you wear in fall, and I...I guess I'm wearing one of my plaid shirts and, I guess, jeans—"

"Will you be warm enough? It's in the 50s Farenheit, 12 or 13 Celsius, remember."

"Well, I can wear a flannel shirt instead, although that will get hot when I'm inside—"

"How about a sweater? Just a thin, cottony one you can throw over your regular plaid shirt."

"...A sweater?"

"...You'd probably look really cute in a sweater."

"Really?"

"...Try to play it off smoothly, you know, Gordon?" she teased. He guffawed openly at that one.

"You know me, smooth is my middle name."

"Dr. Smooth."

"Exactly. If you want me to be wearing a sweater, I'll wear a sweater."

"Okay, and I'm in my hoodie, we've got the boots—"

"Uh-huh..."

"—We've got the fall weather with the leaves and the approximate temperature in both Farenheit and Celsius—"

"Check..."

"And we're doing pizza and ice cream and walking around in the leaves admiring the beautiful fall foliage of Boston?"

He grinned. "Sounds perfect."

"Well, hey, it's your fantasy, right?"

"Yeah, but you helped! You know I needed your input to make it...to make it really complete, make it vivid, you know?"

Alyx murmured her emphatic assent, "Oh, I know."

"I mean, it takes two people to go on a date, right?"

"Hopefully. I mean...one is just a sad, lonely person walking around Boston, and three just gets kind of awkward, right?"

He burst into snorting in laughter.

"But yes, I would...I would most definitely be the second person on this date with you, Gordon."

Now it was her turn to blush and look away. Gordon stopped laughing and, after breaking into a small smile, just leaned his head back on the pillow and watched her placidly.

Alyx drank it in. He was so...so...everything good, everything she wanted, and he was right across from her in bed and smiling at her, drinking her in too. Her instinct was usually to voice what she was thinking most of the time, but here, her instinct told her that silence was fine, just fine right now; desirable, even. And so she gazed back at him, and then scooted closer to him on the bed, and curled up against him once again, as the rain continued ceaselessly, the thunder decreasing in frequency and strength as the storm slowly moved overhead.

And that was just the problem: the storm couldn't last, couldn't be truly ceaseless, because even if it had seemed to be loosing the heavens on them last night, dumping water in such volume that it seemed like some celestial dam had been broken, even a dam filling a valley has a finite capacity, celestial or not. The rain was now at the level of a normal rainstorm; lazy, almost fatigued gusts now falling as if the storm were running a marathon and was on a last stretch, summoning up a last wind. It was still sustaining itself healthily, and the rain wouldn't give out for a while yet, but it was nonetheless lessening. While it's clearing up was still a ways off, probably a few hours, it was still a reminder that they couldn't stay this way forever.

And so they went back to clinging to each other, not smiling this time, not saying a word as they mentally willed the sunshine away, as upside-down as that seemed. Because really, if two people wanted nothing more than each other and couldn't have that thing, and a night together had to exist only once and then only because an unspoken contract could no longer be upheld, and had to be denied and repressed in the morning...the world was already very upside-down.

Eventually, though, they had to break the silence. It started when Gordon tried to apologize, or say something about how this would have to end, or something of the too-heavy, too-emotional type, and Alyx shushed him gently, reminding him they should focus on the time they had to enjoy together instead of thinking about how it would end, and that that meant they should continue enjoying it while they could. He fell silent then, and she instead told him her own fantasy from before, about living together in an apartment in Seattle, in the time he had come from, but where they could both be the way they were now, unaltered by the difference in the turn of history.

And he gazed at her, stroking her hair as she told him this, until he closed his eyes to visualize the whole thing better. And he didn't say anything about the improbabilities in her daydream—his chances, as a young academic, of being able to afford an apartment like that, what they were even doing in Seattle, the fact that that life and those jobs, those roles to society, were so inglorious and insignificant compared to what they both did now, and that maybe that was part of the fantasy—because he understood that they were her dreams, her hopes, unrestrained by practicality, and because she had done the same for him, and because he was a part of those things.

"Okay," she said then, "Tell me something else you wish I could have seen with you. Something I couldn't, and I want you to tell me what it was like. Put me there." She smiled as she laid down the challenge, and thought he'd come up with something in Boston or Seattle, or maybe Innsbruck; one of the places he'd seen Before.

But instead he said, "The mines. The antlion grubs in the mines."

"...What?" she said, sure she hadn't heard right.

"When-" he dodged her eyes, "when the Hunter got you. In the mines. You couldn't see it, because you weren't with me, but..." he was turning red again, but this wasn't a cute blush, it was a blush of maybe not wanting to bring this up. But she knew he had to go on now to feel better; if he left the sentence at the midway point, he'd just feel stupid, so she coaxed him on.

He sighed and said, "There was this one point, when I was going through the mines, where me and the Vortigaunt who was leading me, we stepped into this giant cavern, and it just opened up and there were all these...nests. Little nests of antlion grubs just dotting all around the walls of the cavern, and the cavern was taller than an airplane hangar and just went back and back around some rocks so we couldn't see. And it was dark, but the antlion grubs...you know how they light up? They were just dotted in little clusters all over the cavern wall, and...they just took my breath away.

"Stars. That's what they looked like. Stars and constellations. And I had spent all that time worrying and worrying about you, whether you were going to make it, and it was...there was no one else with me, well...you weren't with me and I felt it, I felt it really...you know...I missed you. And then I saw those...stars of antlion grubs, and I turned around to say, 'Alyx, come check this out!'...and you weren't there. And that's when I knew."

"When you knew...?" She wasn't asking for clarification, she was asking for confirmation. And he timidly smiled his answer.

"That was when I knew...I didn't ever want to be apart from you, Alyx. Ever."

He had looked away before he said this, as if gathering his nerve, but then, in an uncharacteristic expression, he had tumbled the words out of his mouth, firmly, not as softly as he usually spoke, and not as afraid.

She got it. He had really, really, wanted to tell her all this. Not just this, right now, but everything from the whole night. He hadn't been holding back out of fear after all. And really, wasn't he one of the bravest, most steadfast people she knew? Why should he be afraid to tell her exactly how he felt? Something else had indeed been holding him back all this time, and he was glad to be free of it...or at least suspend it for the night.

This time, she was the one who pulled him into her, gently enveloping him in her arms and pulling him close to her to rest his head in the crook of her neck, her hand folded gently over his hair and stroking it lightly, affectionately and with thanks.

"You're wonderful, you know that?" she whispered into his hair. She was rewarded with one of those soft "heh heh hehs".

"...No, you," he replied, teasing.

"I know you are, but what am I?" she retorted with a grin.

"Dork!"

"Nerd!"

They laughed, and embraced, and the rain came down and down and down.

But as their jovial mood returned, and the banter started up again, the everyday talk with the ease of familiarity, the rain was lessening. And finally, as all things do, especially the good ones, the ones we want to never, ever end, the storm stopped.

They were able to convince themselves for a while that the pattering they heard of water draining from the trees and the roof was more rain. And when that stopped, they delayed getting out of bed some more.

But when the birds that lived in the forest began chirping-actual, honest to God, chirping birds after a storm, as if the little creatures had been waiting anxiously to come out of hiding and begin their day-Alyx and Gordon could no longer pretend they had any more time left.

"Stupid birds," Gordon grumbled.

"Damn little things," Alyx agreed. "Flying rats, basically."

"Mm-hmf," Gordon grunted into his pillow in annoyed assent, their mutual dislike of members of the aviary branches of the Kingdom Zoologica confirmed.

"Bet they'd go good with the squirrels in a stew together," Gordon mused.

Alyx guffawed, "Oh yeah, there's still the stupid squirrels in the couch, aren't there?"

"Unless they've moved into your knapsack," Gordon said with the utmost of dryness.

"Gordon!" she scolded, "Now I'm going to be worried about those stupid rats in my bag while we're walking!"

"Uh-huh!" he grinned impishly.

He deserved to be socked with a pillow for that, and so Alyx made sure he didn't go wanting. This, of course, naturally led to a self-defensive tickle maneuver play by Gordon, and Alyx, not expecting him to be that quick to find how to use the pillow-attack to his advantage, was reduced to gasping and laughing hysterically, threatening this and that and leaking water out of her eyes, but _never_ begging nor pleading, to get him to stop. Of course, Gordon was merciful, and he ceased his counter-attack, smiling down at her and brushing her hair out of her face as she lay beneath him catching her breath. When she did, and saw him leaning over her, looking down into her face, she gave him a playful shove, and he laughed...and then they both held still for a moment, both appreciating the view from their respective positions.

The smiles grew less rambunctious and more tender, but before the regret at having to get up could creep in, Alyx lifted her hand to his face, caressed the side of it, and he leaned into her hand, closing his eyes happily. When they opened again, the sadness was back, and they both looked at each other, still smiling, but now regretfully, neither of them wanting to move, until Gordon leaned his head in and touched his forehead to hers.

Her hands repositioned themselves to around the back of his neck, and he said, "I don't ever want to get up. I want to stay here and...just snuggle the crap out of you."

This he said with a wry smile, and Alyx said, "Ohhh, I know, I know. I don't want to ever get up either." Then the words they both didn't want to hear or speak came out of Alyx's mouth: "But we have to."

As she said this, her caress tightened somewhat, as if her hand didn't want to leave his face and would fight to stay there somehow. He looked down at her with a look of bittersweet remorse, his eyes lingering on hers as if trying to keep the connection for as long as possible before it had to end. He reminded her of the looks she'd seen of Rebel troops, soldiers, male and female, giving their loved ones one last goodbye before being sent off and not knowing if they'd come back again; she'd seen that last, desperate look of trying to hold on just a moment longer far too often in her twenty-five years.

She wanted to tell him that this wasn't a goodbye like that was...except it was. Possibly even a worse one, because he'd said this couldn't happen again, and that he'd have to pretend it hadn't happened to begin with, and Alyx knew that that would involve being around something they couldn't have and having to be tantalized by it constantly.

He had spoken like it would only be himself that would have to be around the object of his adoration, feigning that he had no feelings other than platonic for her. But she would have to do the same, and she understood how it would be harder after all this. Once one has physically touched the person they admire and been warmly received, it gets harder not to reach out and caress, take their hand in one's own, wrap one's arms in an embrace or tousle the hair of their beloved. Not lapsing back into affection beyond that of a friendship would be...very hard.

"Well..." she sighed, "we'll always have..." She chuckled with mirthless self-consciousness, because it was a dopey cliche, but it was something people told themselves to comfort themselves because it worked nevertheless.

"We'll always have this one night, you know? Even if we have to pretend it didn't happen or try not to think about it or whatever...we both needed this. In a lot of ways. You needed to say things, I needed to know...and now you did, and now I do. And...we needed that."

She had petered off sadly as she spoke, her voice threatening to start cracking, and was about to add something about how maybe now that they'd acknowledged and said all this, they could go back to pretending more easily. But she didn't want to say that, didn't want it to be true, and in any case, Gordon was already speaking again, his sad eyes accompanying a wry, sideways half-smile:

"Here's lookin' at you, kid."

Alyx had to laugh a little at that, because even if you grew up in a post-apocalyptic nightmare where human culture was actively being stomped out, you knew the reference from Casablanca: they'd always have this one night, and this weird little cabin that someone had thoughtfully left for them here, abandoned and squirrel-infested, but cozy and intimate and sheltering. She laughed somewhat even though she wasn't happy at all, because it would stave off the tears for a little longer, and Gordon seemed to be trying to do the same thing.

God, this was unfair...now they had to put this damn little charade on again, and keep their guards up against each other and themselves, and it would hurt and take so much effort and it just wasn't fair. Alyx had learned far faster than most children did that life wasn't fair and there was no remediation for it, and she had understood that to mean that you made good things _for yourself_ because life wasn't keeping some tally to dole out some proportioned rationing of good or bad to everyone throughout an allotted lifespan. But now she couldn't even be allowed to do that and she didn't fully understand why, and it just...

She was a good person, and Gordon was a good person, and they both needed and deserved this! So why shouldn't they have it? Why shouldn't they...

Alyx reigned in this line of thinking before it got away with her. She was secure enough to be emotional when she needed to be, but she also understood appropriateness and knew when feelings had to be partitioned off to deal with later, or to deal with never at all, because a job had to be done. And right now there was a bunker full of CPs they had to raid.

She sighed, once more rubbing his arm. "Okay, I'll get up if you get up. And we have to get up. So...if one of us gets out of bed, the other has to have their back. Got it?"

He sighed heavily, "You're right...ugh. Okay, just...just let me stretch."

He eased himself upright, slooooowly flexing back muscles that had rejoiced in their respite from all that they usually put up with by getting to sleep in the first real bed he'd chanced to encounter in months. The cots on stiff wire frames back at White Forest would be a cruel return to the daily grind after this. Alyx was reminded of a lion sleepily sunning in the savanna again as he next extended his arms until they popped and crackled, then rotated his neck around and finally rubbed his face with his hands. Male musculature flexed and sinews slid over muscles and her heart gave a thud in acknowledgment. He looked over at her, and he was a thing to be marveled at, all sleepy-eyed and in a T-shirt and so normal-guy-looking...but she knew if he was going to get up even just that much and stretch, she should too.

She wasn't quite so stiff, her jaunt outdoors to relieve herself earlier having done half the work for her already of quickening her resting muscles and joints, but as she sat up, she was surprised to hear crackling coming from herself too.

Once her blood was flowing through her muscles at the pace of active wakefulness again, she really wanted to just curl back under the covers, because while it wasn't cold...it wasn't as warm as under the covers. And Gordon was under the covers halfway too, so that was some significant incentive to not leave the bed. He himself was also warm and good for snuggling and...and she had to get out of bed.

God, when was the last time getting out of bed had been this hard? This wasn't just the kind of getting out of bed that was hard like sleepiness on a cold day, there was actually something about being in the bed that was wonderful, some_one_ that made the bed wonderful, and she might not have him tomorrow or even this afternoon—

_Get out of bed,Vance_, she scolded herself mercilessly.

And so Alyx, responsible as she was, although she badly didn't want to be at the moment, let out a long exhalation of preparation, then turned to Gordon, who was in the same sitting-up half-covered position she was in.

"You ready?" she asked, making her voice as firm and not bedroom-y as possible.

"No," he said bluntly, and they both had to chuckle at the candor and shared sentiment. "But I guess we don't really have a choice."

Alyx ran a hand over her head, smoothing her hair; it probably was frizzing and sticking out all over the place something fierce, and with anyone else that would make her self-conscious, but having bed-head hair in front of Gordon was something she actually kind of liked.

"Yeah, I guess we don't."

They looked at each other, then...but didn't get up.

"Okay," Alyx said, "one move at a time. Right?"

Gordon sighed dramatically. "Right."

So Alyx, although everything in her was resenting and resisting, swung her legs over the side of the bed, but still under the covers and not touching the floor.

Gordon, wearing an exaggerated scowl of unhappiness, did the same.

She put her feet on the floor.

He did the same.

She hesitated. He waited.

Their eyes met as they turned to look at each other, guilty despite reason at the stubborn impulse to hide from the world in a little cloister together. Then Alyx slowly shifted her weight onto her feet, eased herself up, letting the covers fall off her and back onto the bed, and slowly, with the uncompromising self-torture of an ascetic, extended herself to a standing position, stretching a little more and ruffling her own hair to wake up. Then, turning to Gordon with a look that was half guilt and half apology, she waited for him to do the same.

He closed his eyes and sighed. She extended her hand to him across the bed. He looked at it, proffered as a gesture of partnership, whatever kind it was.

"You know I'm just going to pull you back into the bed, right?"

"I was hoping you would."

Twin smiles, two pairs of mischievously twinkling eyes. And then the green pair went sad and downcast...and then, it's owner's mouth pursing in grim determination, they and their owner lifted themselves from the bed.

Stretching, rotating at the middle, more popping sounds, more self-ruffling of hair. Then they looked at each other across the bed.

Silence.

"Do you want to change first or should I?"

"Neither. Let's have breakfast first."

"Okay. I like that idea."

"Me too."

They hung there for a second, unsure, two hovering balloons dangling strings, and then slowly, cautiously, uncertainly, made their way toward each other near the foot of the bed. And once there, they took each other loosely in their arms once more, their eyes trained on each other's.

Gordon was gathering up the courage to say something to her, but she cut him off.

"Don't say you're sorry again. Okay?" He looked startled, rebuked, and she added, "Because I'm not. Not at all."

He chewed on that for a second, then replied, his voice almost a whisper, "Neither am I. Not for a second." And he pulled her close and hugged her, and they were standing outside of the bed, in regular clothes instead of layers of battle gear and bloody sweatshirts, not even regular clothes but pajamas, and she could feel the warmth of him through the thin dual layers of cotton and it was surreal and perfect and neither of them wanted it to end.

They stood like that for maybe half a minute, maybe a few, maybe half an hour—it didn't really matter—before they heard scratching noises from the other side of the partition.

"Squirrels," hissed Alyx.

"Damn squirrels," grumbled Gordon's low voice, a hint of a smile in the sound of it, and they chuckled and pulled away enough to look at each other.

"I guess they're eating or something," Gordon said, and Alyx realized she was hungry too. Her stomach chose to take the freely-given opportunity and rumbled just then, confirming that yes, while she had been snuggling with Gordon in a little love nest of blankets in someone else's bed, she had completely forgotten her basic physical needs, and they wanted her to know they were still there.

They both laughed self-consciously and broke apart, she running her hand through her hair and he wrapping his arms around himself. He was slightly pink although he hadn't been the one making any noise, and he was smiling and _so_ perfect.

"Want some food?" she offered, smiling at him herself.

"'Kay," he said, his eyes returning from their self-conscious smile to his steadier, warm and affectionate one, the one he had often given her before, but until now, quickly hidden it away and covered it with something else. This time he didn't, though, and he reached out to rub her arm. She took his hand and slipped it over her shoulder as she turned toward the partition, leading him.

"C'mon, you cooked last night, I'll make breakfast."

He gave her one of his "heh heh hehs" then, and followed, his hand still on her shoulder. She'd have thought the gesture she'd just made was super suave any other day, and congratulated herself on it, but now she barely registered it, the night's events making it seem so natural she only thought of it after she'd done it.

"Actually—" he said.

"What?"

"Let me keep my hand here and you can lead me to the fireplace, because I left my glasses on the mantlepiece last night when I got out of my suit and I can just about see to the other side of your head with them off."

"Ahhh, I see, Doctor. You really can't see that far?"

"I can barely see my hand on your shoulder, Alyx."

"So leaving your glasses on the mantlepiece wasn't a clever ploy to get me to lead you around like a blind person with your hand on my shoulder, right?"

"I...am going to pretend that that is exactly what it was, and hope it impresses you."

"Smooth oper-_ator_!"

"Mm-hmm."

With Gordon trailing after her like a train caboose in a children's game, Alyx made her way to the mantlepiece.

"Here you go, Doctor. Can't have you walking around blind, now can we?" He held still and let her gently slide the glasses onto his face, then adjusted them with a practiced tap of one finger to the bridge of the nose. Then he was bespectacled once again and smiling at her through the lenses, the vivid intensity of those irises of his again filtered by their transparent screen. Her stomach flip-flopped again, and she hoped it didn't show, because she was looking right into his eyes as it happened, and probably smiling in a somewhat dopey manner already.

"Now I can see you better. I like that."

Twinkle, twinkle, went the green eyes. Flippity-flop went Alyx's stomach.

"Those lenses are so thick! What's your vision without them?"

"Terrible."

"Har har. Let me see these again." She pulled them off his face, to his squawking pleas to be careful. "They're heavy, too! Wow, that's gotta be...that's almost as heavy as my gun!" she teased.

"All the better to see you with, my dear. And it would be such a shame to not be able to see you clearly, Ms. Vance. So can I please have my glasses back?" She laughed appreciatively and carefully put them on his face again so he was no longer blinking myopically at her. "Thank you. Ah yes, so much better." He was leaning his forehead towards her own now, flirting shamelessly.

This was so comfortable, and so easy. And it couldn't go on. Again, that impulse to whine about unfairness reared it's head, and Gordon had to have seen it in her eyes, because his face fell. His forehead still resting against hers, he put his hands around her back and on her shoulders, rocking back and forth slightly. His touch near her neck was giving her goosebumps, and she sighed, both to steady herself and out of misery, and put her arms around his, rocking along with him.

The rocking and Gordon's warm hands lulled her into closing her eyes as they stood there, trying desperately not to break the physical contact they'd never allowed themselves until now.

"Thank you," she whispered.

She thought he might apologize again, or maybe give one of his small laughs, but after thinking for a moment, he wrapped his arms more thoroughly around her and said, "Thank _you_."

Alyx had a lump in her throat again, and fought it desperately this time, but when she opened her eyes and looked at him again, she was sure they had to be watery or at least red.

"We better get going."

He sighed one more time, and then said, "You're right, you're right." He let his arms and then hands slide slowly down her arms—slowly, not in a seductive move, but hesitatingly, haltingly, not wanting to move them at all—and ended by taking her hands in both of his. She looked at him across the few inches of humid, after-rain air between them, and wondered which of the things coursing through her mind she should say, or which one should come first. She had already said thank you, and they had both carefully avoided any declarations of their feelings that included the l-word, but it was bursting to come out of her. And really, what did you say in a situation like this?

And so, with his eyes seeming to pour out, in their wordless way, an intangible sadness, she said softly, "Let me put some food on."

She couldn't resist, here, reaching out to touch his arm again, and she tried to smile bravely for him—for them both. Then, forcing on her cheerful mask, as she knew how to do so well, she smiled brightly and said, "Come on, I picked first last night, you pick what you want today."

She led him over to the space they'd cleared on the floor the night before, and she dug through the backpack for more food cans. Once he had picked a can, she put it on the heating element, and then breakfast resumed as it normally did; they took turns heating the cans they had chosen on the heating element while chatting, and then planned their day while eating.

Except this morning's breakfast felt radically different. There was a lot more smiling, and smiles of a different kind; there was more laughing and more significant looks stolen and gathered covertly with the eyes, more giggling over the top of her food can from Alyx, and more openness, more talking, from Gordon. They both were more animated, and they both glowed happily, and it wasn't a high-rise apartment bedroom in Seattle, but it was very close to the breakfast she had fantasized about.

Soon, though, breakfast was done, and while the good mood was surviving as they packed up their travel gear and ammo again, they both were still conspicuously in their pajama clothes from the night before, this step being moved to the very last of their normal routine for the day.

But when it could be delayed no longer, Alyx said, "I left my hairband in the other room, so I'm going to bring my clothes back there and change after I grab it. I'll let you have this half of the house to get into your suit, okay?"

And she'd tried to say it like a casual thing, like it didn't matter, but they both knew it did, and even she knew her smile was looking forced.

And when he replied, "Okay," he was smiling too, but it was forced as well, that carefully-composed look he wore so often when trying to hide a sudden accidental display of affection starting to creep back into his features.

They both stood there for an additional few moments, trying so hard to maintain the ease of the conversation that they forgot it was supposed to lead to them breaking apart and actually doing the things they had said they would do. In the next half-second, though, the work to maintain it grew too hard and they both ducked away to their own halves of the cabin to change, both noticing the abruptness in each other's movements and in their own and carefully not acknowledging any of it, grateful the other was doing the same.

Alyx practically dove behind the partition into the other room and, her clothes from the fireplace in her hands, began changing. She knew Gordon wouldn't poke his head back here—or, actually, given that the rules governing their interactions had been suspended since last night, would he? She hoped so, although she was nervous about being seen undressed unexpectedly. She figured she'd dress as usual and if he poked his head back here, she wouldn't stop him, but if he didn't...she wouldn't have to deal with being caught dressing and figuring out what to do with that.

But he appeared not to be too eager to suddenly change the momentum of their day back to where they'd been working so hard to move it from, and when she was finished dressing, she nervously nitpicked over her appearance. There was no mirror in this cabin, and the fact that she noticed that was weird, because Alyx was not one to worry about her appearance. Today, though, she wanted to look cute and familiar and...his Alyx. But she wasn't his, not really, as much as they both wanted her to be and as much as she wanted him to be hers. And he gave her dewy-eyed looks even when she was covered in alien blood or antlion guts, and so she stopped fretting about whether her hair looked okay, reminded herself she was wearing the same clothes she'd changed out of after they'd been rained on last night and that this was a mission to raid an enemy bunker possibly embedded with hostiles, and not a date, and called out to him.

"You almost ready?"

"Yeah..." he trailed off from the other side of the partition, and he was sounding more like his distracted, awkward self again, so she headed into the other side of the cabin.

And stopped.

He was finishing the last cable lock on his suit, and...he was in the damn suit. And she'd known he would be, he always was, and he didn't have anything else to wear with him anyway, but seeing him standing there in the suit again was somehow like a punch in the chest. He no longer looked like just a regular guy, like just a young dude in a T-shirt and pajama pants, and it was crazy how she was suddenly thinking that that was the norm when she'd never seen him like that until last night and how this, his everyday wear, suddenly seemed so bizarre. It always had been, of course, but now she noticed it: the bulk of it, the way it made him look twice his size and stature somehow, the artificial materials it was made of...

...and how miserable he looked. That part was leftover from last night, as if he'd forgotten one last piece of clothing, his guardedness.

She walked over to him, not feigning a smile, not saying a word, but crossed to him and stood next to him. And when she reached him, she reached up and brushed his hair away from his eyes, and, looking at them closely to read him, said, "How are you doing?"

He smiled sadly, then looked like he might try to answer honestly, then reconsidered, trying to feign the blankness again...but it didn't work, and he went back to smiling sadly as he looked for words.

"Yeah, me too," she said wryly, returning the mirthless expression sincerely. He tried to laugh one of his half-laughs, managed only a "heh", and looked away. She had not yet taken her hands away from his head, and now he gazed back at her steadily, sadly, trying to say things with his eyes again, and wordlessly, she understood.

When he broke the brief silence, he asked, "And you know now? You know?"

And she smiled bravely through the stinging that was tightening around the corners of her eyes, knowing it could be seen clearly, and nodded.

"Yeah. I know."

"'Kay...good," he whispered back. And with one last long, misery-filled look, he said, "I have to power up my suit. Okay?"

"Okay," she answered, and she didn't know why she was whispering, but she knew it was over now, this whole thing, and now the pretending, the awful, wretched self-deception and bitter acting game, commenced. So in her head, she thought to herself, _Bye, Gordon. Thank you._ And then, _One day_.

Bleakly, he broke the gaze and, after a brief moment's hesitation, pressed the button to power up his suit. She heard the electronic voice cooing, "WELCOME...to the HEV Mark IV Hazardous Environment suit. Beginning startup."

And as she watched, he held her gaze while the machinery that kept him going through so much he shouldn't have to intertwined with his biological systems. The look he gave her lingered until the hypodermic needles that administered chemicals inserted into his arm and he winced...and she turned away, putting out the lantern, fussing with giving the cabin one last tidying-up.

Alyx was not one for pretenses or games in relationships. She believed in experiencing human connections fully and openly, because if there was one thing life had taught her, it was that the people you cared about could be taken from you in a heartbeat, and if you hadn't told them the important things or had the type of relationship with them that you'd wanted to, you weren't going to get to after that. But as she was fumbling for her pack and wishing the squirrels a bitter goodbye, Alyx learned about walls and emotional defenses, and ruthlessly initiated herself into the cold, harsh, colorless world they presided over. And before they even exited the structure itself, Alyx, in her mind, had already left the little cabin, determined not to look back.


	6. Chapter 6

"This night will hurt you like never before

Old loves, they die hard

Old lies, they die harder..."

-"I Wish I Had an Angel", Nightwish

It was amazing how good he felt.

Like, it was actually surprising how physically good a person could feel from simply spending the night semi-platonically cuddling his crush.

Gordon remembered the idea he'd had earlier of aliveness, and wishy-washy ideas of Alyx sharing her flame with him, because that was how he felt now; more alive. He wasn't so tired, wasn't so hazy-minded and grim in his mood, he was surprised to note that the dozens of minor aches, twinges, tremors, and tingling or numb spots he'd gotten used to from months of fighting and running to stay alive, the little bodily ailments he was so used to he'd forgotten about them, had eased up and were actually more noticeable for their lessened severity.

That was why it was easier to move his jaw when he woke up this morning; he hadn't been clenching and grinding it in his sleep and wasn't clenching it now while he was awake. The worn-out pressure on the ball of his left foot felt lessened and tender, as if it were healing and no longer callused as the muscles under the flesh there had been for some time. His heart rate wasn't doing that weird, beat-skipping thing it sometimes did now that was unpleasant and gave him moments of brief dizziness, and instead it chugged away steadily, at an even pace. His arm and leg and back muscles felt worn but not sore, the way they do after one has been using them all day and then had a good night's rest; normally, they just felt sore and tired in the morning nowadays. When he ate his canned breakfast, his stomach happily accepted the food with no pretense at sloshing it around for a while first and the water he drank from the thermos they carried didn't threaten to climb back up his esophagus in the weird, halfway-acid-reflux thing it had been doing lately. His mind and body had energy he'd forgotten he'd ever had and even though they were walking toward a den full of Combine soldiers, it was hard to worry about it too much.

It felt good; he felt good. He felt closer to his old self, someone he'd forgotten how to be and had wondered if he'd ever be or even see again.

Of course, he eventually figured out, it couldn't be some mystical fire-related thing that was making him feel better when he hadn't even realized or had forgotten he was ailing. More likely it was that he'd actually slept well for the first time in...he'd forgotten how long. And that finally being honest with Alyx and having her be honest with him had lifted a weight off his mind. And, too, snuggling and touching and smiling and basking in mutual adoration for each other released positive, feel-good chemicals into the body-oxytocin, he wanted to say-and that facilitated healing and mood improvement. So there was a scientific reason for why Gordon felt good.

But he didn't care. That, in itself, was a change. He was just so happy to feel good and feeling good about feeling good that he wanted it never to end.

And it was hard to rein in.

Gordon was trying to go back to the way they had been yesterday afternoon. He really was. But how do you undo intimacy, even when you've agreed beforehand that an experience doesn't count for anything?

This was why he'd refrained from allowing anything sexual to happen, despite his wanting it badly-_really_ badly-because he'd known it would be impossible to pull back after that, and crueler to Alyx than this already was. And yet, his stupid plan was backfiring, and he was having a hard time keeping himself physically apart from her, from standing in her space and holding her, touching her carelessly but with no lack of care; from smiling too much and laughing too freely, or giving her looks of a shared knowledge or a shared desire. He'd kept his hands off of her just for this reason, and yet...and _yet_...

He was getting frustrated at himself; why had he bothered denying himself, and her, if he was just going to be some stupid sick puppy anyway? It had started when they'd left the cabin itself; he'd held the door for her, purely without thinking, and then almost accidentally put his hand on her back, ushering her out tenderly as they both tried to deal with the fact that they were leaving this weird little place and everything that had happened in it. He'd noted that she had withheld from making the bed, as he had seen her do when she slept in her own room at White Forest, and, although part of him was concerned that maybe someone would come back to this cabin after all and be disturbed that someone had been in their bed-Gordon had a brief, comical image of three differently-sized CPs, all lamenting about someone having eaten the porridge all up as well-but when deciding whether to make the bed himself, he, too, simply couldn't bring himself to do it. Whether someone came and found it or not, he wanted there to be physical evidence that what had happened, had happened...because he had to erase the memory of it inside his own head.

He had tried to nip the backsliding in the bud after that, though, and when they started walking, they both kept silent. This, however, was not normal for them; normally Alyx chattered at him and he gave a few replies back in a little rapport that mostly involved Alyx talking. And she wasn't talking right now. He tried to maintain his own customary stony silence, but the quiet was getting to him.

And so, without meaning to, he started commenting on the landscape. They were moving into the trees right now, and Alyx had made sure that this time, they had gone the right direction so they wouldn't have any more delays or side-trips; she had predicted that at the rate they were going, they'd reach the base by sometime between noon and one o'clock in the afternoon, enough time, they hoped, to lull the Combine troops into the idea that no one was coming for them-and not enough to give them time to get packing.

Gordon commented on how the storm had altered the landscape-the rivulets they had encountered when running for cover had evidently widened and left two-foot-wide swatches of bare ground between piles of pine needles washed to the sides like little shorelines, so they were able to follow the trails these made downhill to the river to get their bearings and confirm that they were, as they had hoped, heading in the right direction. Alyx calibrated their position from the GPS and they determined that they were right on course to approach the bunker from behind some rocky outcroppings the map was showing them, which would give their approach some cover. There were supposed to be some tall pines near enough to the bunker that they could scope it out without being seen by climbing the trees, so they decided Alyx would scale one once they got near enough and use the digital binoculars they had with them to report on what the situation appeared to be. Gordon would stay on the ground for cover, since she would be vulnerable once she was stuck up in the tree, and in any case, he couldn't climb it too well with his suit.

They had decided all this with Alyx being very businesslike and seeming to forget the amiable chatting they tended to share while hiking like this, and Gordon was trying not to take it personally. Was she mad at him now for putting her through all this, or just keeping her guard up? He was trying to draw her into conversation now just to try to ascertain whether she was willing to talk to him, or whether doing so anyway bothered her. Maybe she was having a hard time replying to him in a way that would keep the conversation going.

Because he had to admit, if she was willing to talk, as she seemed to be, listening attentively but seeming to struggle to come up with replies, it was hard to do so without referring back to the events of the most recent hours. This was just something people did when they hadn't just met each other; they hashed over what had just happened or relived shared experiences, recent and far past. And they had to pretend the past 12 hours or so had not existed, or...something, because they hadn't come up with an alibi for themselves-to themselves, because it was unlikely to matter very much to anyone else-about how they had spent the night or how they had taken shelter from the storm, and now that they were out and about, moving around the countryside back in the world they had to share with other people, it seemed too late to bring up the idea of constructing one. While under the trees, he had reminded himself not to comment on the squirrels they saw and tie it back to the little rodents in the couch, because that was getting too close to bringing up..._everything_ in the cabin. Maybe they shouldn't even talk about the cabin itself, going forward. He kept to that precedent, and avoided talking about anything that might reference anything they had said or that had happened in the cabin; and now he was realizing how much this was going to _suck_, and how creatively and completely they'd have to lie to themselves to pretend last night had never happened.

This made Gordon bitter and gloomy, and he petered off his clumsy attempts to converse until they lapsed back into silence. He was mad that their rapport had changed and scared it would never come back, but mostly he just felt robbed, robbed of the ease and comfort they'd always had with each other and that he had always prized so highly because, besides it being a hallmark of their relationship, among other things, it was something that came to his relationships with other people rarely. He brooded and glowered at the ground they were walking over until Alyx broke the silence:

"Gordon!" she breathed excitedly in a hushed voice. He stopped, reaching for his 9mm handgun-

-and then noticed that she was pointing around a big, scrubby bush at some deer that were drinking from some water that had collected overnight in a little pool.

Three of them, and they appeared to be a doe, a juvenile, and a big-antlered buck, an actual buck with a big crown of horns framing his head majestically, like you saw in pictures on greeting cards and whatnot back when Gordon was growing up. Seeing one deer by itself was enough of a miracle anymore; with the invasion of extraterrestrial wildlife, the native fauna of Earth had dwindled quickly and only handfuls of species were left, even before the Combine had moved in. But to see what was looking like a little _family_ of deer...

Gordon held very, very still, hoping they wouldn't see him and Alyx as Alyx peered carefully around the bush, trying not to be detected. But see them they did, and, after a brief few seconds of ascertaining whether or not Gordon and Alyx were a threat, with a flick of their tails they signaled to each other to flee and, leaping almost silently and with the grace for which the animals were famous, the deer fled to the left of Alyx and Gordon's field of vision and out of sight.

They turned and grinned at each other, their faces glowing excitedly, and Alyx held her hands up to her head, her fingers outstretched, saying, "Did you see the antlers? They were huge!"

Gordon couldn't keep himself from laughing a little at that, and she said, "What?" Mimicking her hand gesture, he grinned, indicating it had looked silly.

"Oh, psh!" she rolled her eyes and her whole head turned dramatically with the teasing gesture as she brought her gaze back to him with that mischievous eye-twinkle that let him know she didn't mind being teased.

He started flapping his still-upheld hands in time and singing, "Doe, a deer, a female deer..."

She laughed out loud and said, "You nerd!" He feigned shock, pointing his finger at himself, as if he had never been called that before. Her laugh turned into a melodious cackle. He had to indulge himself here too, and added one of his _heh heh heh _laughs into the mix.

They were standing there laughing so loudly and unrestrainedly that the birds that had been twittering softly almost nonstop since they entered the trees rose up into the air, knocking droplets of remaining moisture off the tree leaves as they alighted, and Gordon and Alyx had no choice but to take notice of it, craning their necks to watch the birds ascend, dip and swerve chaotically as they searched for new perches, and then land scattered across the nearby trees. That necessarily brought their attention to the beams of sunlight brazenly encroaching through the canopy, which illuminated that, at least higher up from the ground than they were, there was actual _mist_, some kind of atypically picturesque misty flow like you knew, somehow, couldn't be an actual thing that happened in real forests, until you left suburbia and saw it, traveling lazily upwards toward the sun.

It was a few seconds before either of them noticed what they were doing, namely, standing there and enjoying the beauty of nature like some cliche that you scoffed at until you actually experienced it. They met each other's eyes...and with unguarded acknowledgment of how they knew each other differently now, smiled small, peaceful smiles. Gordon averted his eyes to the side shyly, then met her gaze again, and her smile was now the appreciative smile of him that he knew from all the months he had known her; no feeling had been lost, it had just smoothly transferred itself from a specific, one-purpose smile into a more universal, no-purpose-needed one. He returned the look, appreciating her appreciation, and thought that maybe they could be okay after all. Maybe they could go back to what they had been yesterday, while still knowing what had happened between and within them, and not allowing it to change them, the _them_ that was a pair of things, not just two individuals together.

They soon lapsed into an easy, familiar back-and-forth as they continued along their way, the sun slowly burning off the mist and warming the air from brisk to more temperate as they walked. They walked closely, closer than they had used to, more in each other's space, their smiles plentiful and their reactions unguarded. Gordon would have thought how very comfortable and easy it all was...if he had been thinking inwardly. For now, all his attention was on the woman beside him, and the way their conversation flowed fluently, their shoulders grazing each other now and then as they walked, her smile broad, his unrestrained, and neither of them really sure afterwards what exactly they had been talking about, so caught up were they in the delightfulness of being able to act so freely.

The sensation was a heady one, and like a drug, it's addiction made him complacent. Moving across a short dip in the land criss-crossed by a fallen tree trunk, Gordon unthinkingly rested his hand on the small of Alyx's back to help steady her. Her face shone with a slight blush, and her eyes dodged away from him in a girlishly smitten gesture...and then her back stiffened, and Alyx quickly turned her face so as not to let him see her reactions.

"Everything okay?" he asked her, somewhat alarmed, thinking maybe some insect had bitten her or her ankle had twisted-one of the multitude of ways traveling through a forest could bring one sharply out of a reverie.

"No, I'm good," Alyx said too quickly then, her face still obscured, but her voice too abrupt.

"...Y-you sure?"

"Yeah!" she said then, turning around to him suddenly and smiling in such an odd way...it wasn't the genuine ease of a minute ago; it was overly cheerful and forced. "Come on, we might get there sooner than we thought!"

What had gone on in her head just now? Gordon normally would have chewed on this thought, analyzing and re-analyzing until it was worn out and ragged...but the drug in his thoughts was a guileful one, and he quickly fell back into the easy warmth they had been experiencing again. He was soon again so consumed by the delight of this naturalness that he failed to realize it was no longer mutual...or perhaps saw the signs and blithely ignored them. Her back now angled toward him no matter where she stood, shuttering him out, acting as a barrier so that he couldn't see her face, and her responses were now the distracted, noncommittal sounds of assent or encouragement to continue that would have been his forte yesterday, while Gordon himself talked on and on happily, oblivious to the lack of response.

Alyx's distracted silence continued as she puzzled out whatever was bothering her within her own head-space, leaving Gordon to launch into a story, prompted by some random memory, of grad school hijinks in Innsbruck and the kind of everyday hilarity caused by language confusion. Alyx was ahead of him on the trail now, and was so preoccupied by her thoughts that where she normally would have been more careful, she accidentally plowed through a shrub in such a way that it snapped back at Gordon, bringing up the rear.

He dodged the shrub easily, still telling the story, but when he got around it, Alyx was standing there, some embarrassment on her face as she realized her faux pas, waiting for him with a mirthless smile of trepidation. The kind of look someone gave you when they felt sorry for you. Or were sorry themselves.

"Gordon," she said, her head tilted to the side in a gentle reprimand, "we need to get to the base by noon to make the most of the daylight."

"Yeah, I know, and we said we could try flanking from the-"

"Gordon." Her hand was on his shoulder, and she was looking at him with a look of doing something difficult. "We need to get to the base by noon to make the most of the daylight."

She paused, seemed about to ask for confirmation that he'd understood, but held back…as if maybe she didn't want it.

And that was when he recognized the look in her eyes. Because it was the same look he'd given her, too many times now. The hurt, not only for him but for herself, the apology, the timid search for his acknowledgment of understanding, the pleading with him not to push so she wouldn't have to push back...

And he understood. He understood that he'd tried to put the wall back up and not done so properly, because he'd been afraid.

He'd known this would be the hard part, not any of the stuff before, last night or even this morning, but this part, the...the saying goodbye. And knowing it would be, in some way, for good. Knowing that what had happened, little as it was, and as wonderful as it had been, couldn't happen again. The wall had to go back up, and now it would have to be fortified, made thicker and stronger, and there could be no peeking over it, no slight lowering of the defenses, no temporary slackening of the guards. The bridge he'd so carefully, trepidly edged across that gap between them, and then jubilantly, enthralled, had crossed, had to be burned.

Gordon understood that this was what he'd done to her all this time, felt it keenly, and knew, too, that she probably understood this as well...but was squirming under it, not wanting to inflict on him what he'd inflicted on her. Alyx couldn't even lash out at him or enjoy having the tables turned, such was her care for him. He wanted to resent her as she should be resenting him, but she was only doing what he'd asked her to do, what he'd needed her to do...like a friend.

He was almost enraged, almost bitter at her; he felt resentful at her accommodation of him, rejecting of her understanding, betrayed by her stubbornly unending loyalty to him...and it made him want to shackle himself to her leg for the rest of his life. Again, the fear of losing her and the knowledge that he might not be able to keep her in his life forever began to creep up, but this time instead of him being able to push it down, it decided to join the chaotic jumble of other emotions all spiraling in a vicious vortex in his mind that left him hanging on for dear life.

The terror was coming back, the panicky desperation not to say goodbye to her again, even if just in this way. He saw, in his mind's eye, a little stick figure clinging to driftwood in a current, the torrent threatening to sweep the little man, the little, little man with his spindly framed lenses affixed precariously to his face to help his weak eyes work well enough to see where he was, be swept away into fathomlessness, dark, icy, overwhelming inundation. The driftwood was Alyx, or the cabin, or last night, or the bridge or God only knew what, but the little man in his fragility clung desperately, and Gordon watched, sad, pitying, hurting for the man who was himself, knowing and feeling his desperation.

And he saw himself firmly, mercilessly shove the stick-man off from the driftwood.

With that, the wall went back up. He straightened his back. Composed his face, carefully arranging his features into the blank, smooth countenance that asked where to be sent next, that didn't care, didn't connect.

And he thought, _Goodbye, Alyx. I'm sorry…and thank you._

Then he said, his voice again the low, level, mission-oriented confirmation, "We need to get to the base by noon to make the best of the daylight."

Alyx saw. And she understood. And he again recognized in her eyes the hurt he himself had felt, the confirmation he hadn't wanted, the sick relief, the once-again apology...and the way she forced it back, put the mask up, and smiled, the bitter rock in her own throat forcing it's way down her chest as she grinned through it, chirping, "Awesome!" when it wasn't.

He wouldn't let himself entertain the thought of comforting her, viciously denied his own softness acknowledgement...straightened his glasses, adjusted his arsenal of weaponry dangling around him...and followed her off into the woods. Away from the experience, away from the knowing and the fulfilling, away from the acknowledgment and reciprocation, away from the place where they could be honest and happy, and from the weird little shelter in the storm that had made it all possible, if just for one night that didn't get to count for anything. Away from the constructed safety and clarity, the warmth and the openness, away from the thing they both needed so badly. He said goodbye to her, goodbye to the night they'd spent, the illusion they could keep it, and the possibility of it happening again. And they left the little cabin in the woods.

**A/N-Okay,so I know not everyone's going to be happy with the ending. I'm just gonna say, I was thinking about maybe doing a sequel, and now I'm definitely going to do it, as soon as I get out from under the hangover of this one, lol. But yes, the damn thing's done, and thank you all so much for waiting and bearing with me. I'm never doing this publish-as-you-go thing again, lol. It was supposed to help me get the story out in increments so I wouldn't have to make readers wait for the whole thing, which now makes no sense whatsoever in hindsight. Maybe this is why Valve tried the episodic format for the games for a while and then abandoned it? In any case, writing this and balancing my fear of people's reactions and expectations gives me a whole new kind of sympathy for Valve! So yes, reviews...please tell me what you think! And I do have more stories in mind for this fandom, so keep an eye out!:-)**


End file.
